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THE EMPTY-HANDED CHURCH:
DISCERNING CONSUMERISM’S IMPACT ON TODAY’S CHRISTIAN
by
Raymond J. Rooney, Jr.
The aim of ministry in the local church is tragically unclear. Many of today’s
Christians believe the church exists to meet their needs. Consumer driven marketing
schemes constantly bombard people from every media source. They are the perfect
incubator for the latent narcissism that exists in everyone by virtue of original sin. The
end result is that the moralistic therapeutic deism described by Christian Smith and
Melinda Denton in their book Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers is as prevalent among other age groups as it is America’s youth.
Research methodology for this project included a twenty question survey
questionnaire of fifteen adult churchgoers from a rural small membership church in
northeast Mississippi. In addition, eight of the fifteen respondents volunteered to
participate in a focus group. The survey questions were designed to discover if branding
and marketing strategies from the secular realm have influenced the way churchgoers
think or behave in their church lives. The focus group discussion provided an opportunity
for more in-depth probing.
I discovered that consumerism coupled with secular marketing strategies fueled
moralistic therapeutic deism and therefore produced an undeniable sense of narcissistic
ideology. For many churchgoers there is little, if any, sense of bringing anything to God
on Sundays. However, I also found a yearning to be taught a biblical theology that would
lead churchgoers back to a sacrificial God-first ministry.
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ROONEY 1
CHAPTER 1
NATURE OF THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
Today’s pastors increasingly feel pressured to give people what they want on
Sundays. If they do not, there is often a perceived threat that the people will go
somewhere else to get it. This chapter identifies the loss of personal responsibility of the
congregant in the context of church attendance/worship in rural Mississippi Methodism.
The danger in this shift is that the parishioner becomes the object of the Sunday morning
worship service rather than God.
The pastor is soon confronted with a profound dilemma. A decision must be made
concerning whether the church’s primary function is to provide a means of ministry to
God or to meet the needs of the people. He/she must decide whether to plan and design
the service to minister to God or to give the people want they want and expect. Each
worship service must have a goal and each pastor must decide the primary function of the
service.
This chapter reveals the purpose of this project by telling how the interest of this
researcher was initially piqued. The autobiographical information summarizes the reasons
for doing this project. Next I discuss the research questions that were used to develop this
thesis. They will be stated and unpacked in a judicious manner. This will lead into a
discussion of the rationale for the project, clarified by key terms and
delimitations. Following these clarifications will be insight into the nature of the relevant
literature that will be reviewed in Chapter Two. Finally, there will be a description of the
data collection method this project utilized followed by an overview of chapters two
through five.
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Autobiographical Introduction
I had just been appointed to a five point charge in rural Mississippi upon
graduating from seminary and earning a Masters of Divinity. Although I had served as a
student pastor for seven years (four as an undergraduate and three during seminary), this
was my first full time pastoral appointment. I was eager to see just what I could do now
that I was free from the academic demands on my time that seminary had required.
Shortly after my arrival on the charge, a request was made that I make a pastoral
visit to a retired sheriff who lived near one of the five churches. I wholeheartedly obliged.
That visit planted a seed that eventually became this dissertation.
Here I was, a seminary graduate full of vim, vigor, religious philosophy, theology,
hermeneutics, and spiritual formation, and I completely failed my first real test. The
retired sheriff was a big, elderly, kind man who (along with his wife) welcomed me
graciously into his home. I sensed that he was expecting me (not in a negative about-tospring-a-trap-on-me kind of way, but simply knowing that a new pastor would quickly
visit the non-attendees of the new church assignment).
Following the pleasantries, he smiled and quickly explained to me why he didn’t
attend church anymore. I had all manner of practicums, theological, and even biblical
references just waiting for the right excuse. I was about to show the old sheriff the light.
And then he said, “I don’t go to church anymore, pastor, because I don’t hear good [sic].
I can barely hear anything anymore and there’s just no point in me going.”
I had nothing. Seven straight years of college and seminary and I had nothing to
give as either a directive or a rebuke. It did not occur to me that there were certainly truly

ROONEY 3
deaf persons all across the world who go to church every Sunday and that they seem to
have a reason for going.
The retired sheriff had convinced himself there was no point in attending church
if he perceived there would be no benefit. I will never forget driving home with a real
sense of unease. That unease began gnawing away at me and I knew then (some twenty
two years ago) that if I ever did go back to work on my doctorate it would be as a
response to this issue.
Through the years of full time pastoral ministry the issue kept resurfacing in
different ways. A family with young children would leave for another church that had a
bigger youth program. Differences of opinion about the most mundane things (like the
menu during vacation Bible school) would prompt an entire family to leave the church in
search of greener pastures. Over and over again the issue kept resurfacing. People would
sever their ties with their church because they felt their needs would be better met
elsewhere.
It finally crystallized for me just before entering the Doctor of Ministry program
when an elderly parishioner let me know he was upset with me because I had been
preaching a sermon series on sin and repentance. “I come to church to feel better about
myself and your sermons on sin aren’t helping.” He continued to be present in his Sunday
school class but never showed up in the worship service again.
The question every pastor must find the answer to, which all these incidences are
pointing towards, is “What is the primary reason for going to church in the first place?”
So many people seem to be under the impression that the local church exists solely for
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their own enjoyment and spiritual benefit. I needed to find out if this was an accurate
assessment and, if so, why.
Statement of the Problem
A growing number of people believe that the local church exists primarily to meet
their spiritual and family needs. Ask any pastor what reason(s) people give for leaving
his/her church and the answers will run the gamut from “We want a church with a more
dynamic children’s ministry” to “the pastor’s sermons are not meeting my spiritual
needs.” Despite the fact that Jesus clearly told the Apostles, “You know that the rulers of
the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall
not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your
servant…even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve…” (Matt. 20:25-28
ESV), the local church is filled with those who are there expecting something from the
pastor and the church’s programs.
On the one hand, pastors are trained to bring the congregation (spiritually,
theologically, and to a degree…physically) before the throne of Almighty God. The
planning of worship, proclamation, and sacrament is designed to clear a path into the
presence of God. However, often that path littered with any number of obstacles placed
by self or Satan. On the other hand, pastors are made aware very early in their ministries
of the perception of many, that the local church is not a means to an end but rather the
end itself. The popular perception is that the church does not exist to enable people to
present themselves to or before God sacrificially (2 Tim. 2:15; Rom. 12:1). It exists to
give that to which they believe they are entitled. Therefore I wanted to find out if the
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local church is primarily about enabling ministry to God or if it is about providing
ministry for churchgoers.
Purpose of the Project
I suspect that narcissism has become commonplace and acceptable in most local
churches. I wonder if the concept of self-presentation before God on a Sunday morning
can even be found among church going Christians today. I suspect the moralistic
therapeutic deism that authors Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton first
identified among American youth in Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers is just as prevalent among more seasoned churchgoers. The purpose
of this project is to determine if a small group of Methodist Christians recognize the
presence/impact of market-driven consumerism and the subsequent narcissism it
produces in their small aging congregation in northeast Mississippi, and to see if they
would agree or disagree that some form of moralistic therapeutic deism (when explained
to them) exists in their local church and the religious culture as they know it.
Research Questions
The following three research questions helped to provide focus and structure to
the direction of this project.
Research Question #1
What does the word “ministry” mean to the average churchgoer?
This question is important and fundamental to this project because there seems to
be an overly broad concept about ministry among those who attend church. Is “ministry”
a verb or a noun? Does it describe something that is done, or is it a descriptive word
about a state of affairs? Does the word have a religious meaning on the one hand and a
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different meaning when not associated with church? Furthermore, is ministry something
personal, or is it generally referring to something that is done on a more corporate or
universal level? What is the relationship between “ministry” and “minister”? Is ministry
something only “ministers” do? Is it reserved for the clergy? It is doubtful that people can
be intentionally engaged in something that is so clouded in perception or veiled in
meaning.
Research Question #2
Who is the central focus of Christian ministry today?
This goes to the heart of this project. Are people going to church to minister to
God or are they going to receive ministry? In light of the many reasons people give
pastors for their decision to leave one church in favor of another, this seems like an
incredibly important question. If God is the central focus of Christian ministry, then there
is one set of expectations concerning worship and church attendance. If the individual is
the central focus of ministry, then obviously, there is a quite different set of expectations
for those who attend church.
Research Question #3
Have consumerism, marketing strategies, and moralistic therapeutic deism (when
explained) significantly impacted the average churchgoer’s understanding of Christian
ministry (faith and service)? This question flows naturally from the first two questions
especially when considered in the light of the decline of church participation and
membership across mainline denominational lines in general, and United Methodism in
particular, which is the setting of the “small aging congregation in northeast Mississippi”
that the aforementioned Statement of Purpose mentioned.
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Rationale for the Project
The study of the effect of the greater society’s consumerism and narcissism is
urgent and deserves attention for at least five reasons. The first reason is that the Church
simply cannot continue to take a parallel path to culture and society. A growing sentiment
is church meetings have become little more than religious versions of civic organizations
like the Luncheon Civitans. The Church has a structure and an overall generalized goal
(the betterment of humanity), but seems to be reticent to share the Gospel message that
Christ died for our sins and through repentance and belief in His resurrection we inherit
eternal life. Culture refuses to embrace the doctrine of sin or even acknowledge that
something with such negative connotations belongs in the public sphere. The prophetic
fear of John Wesley for the Methodists rings true not only of that particular Christian
denomination, but of all of modern Western Christianity when he says, “I am not afraid
that the people called Methodists should ever cease to exist…[b]ut I am afraid lest they
should only exist as a dead sect, having the form of religion without the power.” (Works,
vol. 13 p. 258). I would only add that the church without power is the church without
legitimate existence.
The second reason this study matters is the urgency suggested by Jesus Christ
near the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord,
Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who
is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21-23). I am concerned as to the situation the old retired sheriff and
the elderly man who approached me following a sermon on repentance may find
themselves in after having abandoned the Church. Finding a compelling answer to the
conundrum of those who feel that engagement in the community of faith that Christ died
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to make and keep alive (Eph. 5:25-26) is optional or unnecessary to their eternal wellbeing is absolutely essential if we take seriously Jesus’ command to love our neighbor
(Matt. 22:39). Those who call Jesus “Lord” but are not known by Him are surely those
who hear what He says but do not take it seriously (Matt. 7:24-27). Evangelists across the
globe are reaching out to those who have not heard the Gospel and claiming them for the
Kingdom of God. Baptized believers who think abandonment of the Bride of Christ and
reneging on the vows they made to their local church must be pursued with a similar zeal
and vigor.
A third reason this study matters is because Protestantism, by virtue of its
inception and core belief that justification comes through one’s own personal faith, has a
built in predilection for resisting the corporate nature of the Kingdom of God. In both
Judaism (precursor to Christianity) and Catholicism (dating from the 4th century), being
claimed by the Kingdom of God was conditional upon being a member of the community
of faith. Excommunication from the practicing community of faith overtly implied
damnation due to subsequent separation. In other words, one was only considered a child
of God if one were a member in good standing of the faith community. Take for instance
the words of John 9:22 in reference to the unwillingness of the parents of a man Jesus had
healed of blindness to get involved with the interrogation of their own son when they told
the religious authorities that their son was of age and could answer for himself: “His
parents said these things because they feared the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed
that if anyone should confess Jesus to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue.”
The same pressure and intimidation was felt for centuries by those in Roman
Catholicism. No salvation existed outside the Church! When schism finally came the
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emphasis swung (and has remained) on the individual’s personal faith in, and relationship
to, Jesus Christ. It became very easy for the disgruntled and disenchanted to say, “I’ve
got Jesus, so who needs the Church?” They need an answer to that question.
The fourth reason this study matters is what I call “defining the endgame”. The
New Testament speaks often of “walking in Christ” and “walking in the Spirit.” The
newborn child of God is in dire need of instruction concerning Christian and Kingdom
expectations and goals for the rest of his or her natural life. The Great Commission tells
us to “make disciples.” However, living by faith and walking with Christ in the Spirit
seems to be equally critical in the New Testament. Relationship, more than discipling
success, is the endgame in Christianity. The goal is not to have a heavenly tally posted for
all to see concerning how many disciples we made, but hearing the words on judgment
day “Well done, good and faithful servant” (Matt. 25:21) rather than “I never knew you,
depart from me (Matt. 7:23). Both are spoken to those who called Jesus “Lord” during
their lifetimes. I have found over the course of my years in ministry that the role of the
disciple is convoluted, confused, and often just ignored. Again, I believe Paul’s final
letter to Timothy holds an important key to understanding what the divine expectation is
for the life of the believer. “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved…”
(2 Tim. 2:5). There is something the child of God has to do that involves a presentation to
the Lord. Understanding that one’s religious life is critical to achieving that end is a
crucial aspect of this study.
A fifth reason this study matters is the need to discover if the blatant marketing
strategies of the secular world are being felt inside the local church. American culture has
become incredibly narcissistic, driven by marketing strategies that speak of what people
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deserve or ought to have (“You deserve a break today”). It is not stretching credulity to
suggest that after being bombarded all week long by a culture where the individual’s
wants/needs/desires are all that matters, it may be a hard task to leave that outside the
church doors. And if people are coming to church on Sundays and Wednesday nights
saturated with consumer driven marketing strategies, surely their expectations of what is
going to take place in training, study, and worship will be tainted. When authors
Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton wrote Soul Searching about how
“moralistic therapeutic deism” had gripped the youth of America, it is not a stretch to
suggest the same thing has happened with older generations.
Definition of Key Terms
This study is about the fundamental reason(s) that guides people to attend and
participate in the local church. Giving and receiving are directional. Both are legitimate
but one must take precedence over the other. People go to church primarily to give or
receive. They go to present something to God or get something from the church.
Ultimately, this project seeks to discern which direction people choose to identify as their
priority. Some of the terms that were important in the exploration were the following.
Sacred is an important word when connecting the practical realm to the
theological. This is a descriptive term about humanity’s connection to God.
Consequently, the means whereby people connect with God are traditionally venerated.
That is to say that they are held in extremely high regard in much the same way that the
Old Testament articles of worship were treated with extra dignity and extreme respect. In
2 Samuel 6:3-7 Uzzah put his hand forth to steady the Ark of the Covenant as it began to
slide off an oxcart and immediately lost his life. The Ark was holy and sacred.
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The concept of sacredness was important to this project because as culture crowds
out the notion of anything being holy and deserving of reverence and/or veneration, the
focus naturally shifts from God to people. The majesty of God gives way to the needs of
the individual. The individual’s needs then become the driving force in his or her
communion with God through the Church and anything God wants for the person is
subjugated to that person’s felt needs.
Materialism is also a key term in this study. Materialism is the antithesis of
recognizing that which is sacred. Maybe a better way to put it is to say that materialism is
the elevation of the profane to what should only be the purview of the sacred. Much of
the research material I studied for this project focuses on materialism in society and the
inroads it has made into the local church. Materialism is a measure of status in the world
and, in many cases, is becoming the barometer of success in religious circles. The
thinking can go something like this: the more you (or your church) have, the more you
are blessed. The blessed of God carry weight in the world and ought to in the Kingdom.
Those who are important should be heeded because they are blessed. And so it goes. The
hook is in and it becomes very difficult to inculcate the premise of servanthood in one
who has been gripped by materialism. Those who are driven by materialism find holiness
and veneration of the sacred to be of little use in paying the church’s bills or conducting
the church’s administrative meetings.
“Culture” is also a key term relevant to the work of this project. When I write
about consumer driven marketing strategies that are hard to leave behind at the doors of
the church, I am talking about bringing the values and mores of culture into religious
practice. I define culture as the often unchallenged and universally practiced beliefs,
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values, and behaviors embraced by a group of people in society. In a project with key
religious overtones, it is important to understand that culture refers to the way of thinking
and living from an often worldly (or secular) perspective. Consequently, culture is often
the antithesis of an examined and introspective way of life based on faith in Christ.
Another important term in this study is consumerism. Consumerism, of course, is
the driving force behind materialism. The desire to have is not the same thing as the
possession of things. It is the cause for it. Consumerism is the ever increasing desire for
goods and materials. Some of the research material I examined deals specifically with
consumerism within the confines and context of religion, specifically. Sometimes
consumerism transcends the desire for goods and services and becomes a desire to own
power and prestige. That can be a very dangerous and disruptive thing within the
structure of the local church. In many instances the clergy become viewed by consumer
driven churchgoers as products to own or possess. Consumer driven churchgoers can also
hijack the mission of the church. To have, to own, and to possess are easily translated
into a craving or lust to steer the direction of the church towards fulfilling one’s own
personal desires and whims.
Escapism is another important term within this study. Escapists try to create a
dual reality to retreat into when the one they are living in is found to be too hard or
troublesome. Many people come into the local church looking to create a world much
different from the one they feel forced to live in where they hunger for the power and
attention they are not getting in the “real” world. Put a person with little worldly status or
success in a position of authority over some aspect of the church’s ministry (which may
include personnel) and the escapist who works on the line down at the factory suddenly
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becomes “the man” in the church. The pastor or staff member(s) suddenly has to answer
to him (or her). Escapism in the local church is the temptation to lead without first
submitting to the call of servanthood.
Perhaps the most important term in this study is narcissism. Narcissism flows
almost naturally from materialism, consumerism, and escapism. The narcissist is in
constant pursuit of self-admiration and self-gratification. For the purposes of this project,
it makes the idea of going to church to take, bring, or give something to God a very hard
sell. The narcissist has been shaped by consumerism and materialism to believe that his
or her needs are paramount. Putting the needs of others (even if it is God) before self
grates against everything the narcissist holds true and dear. Church is a community of
faith where servanthood is the normative goal. Narcissists tend to have relational
problems and difficulties because self is supreme and others are relegated to secondary
status. These are a few of the more important terms the literature consulted for this
project recurrently uses.
Delimitations
A project that seeks to examine both what is and what should be the predominant
motivation for engaging in communal activity and faith has to have some boundaries.
This study did not seek to find and evaluate every reason that people drop out or move on
to another church. The study did not delve further into the clergy killer issue or even the
church shopping phenomenon. This was about discerning if the Bible offers a clear and
cogent theology for attending church.
Beyond the opportunities that worship presents (singing, praying, listening,
offering) I wanted to know what people hope to accomplish in going to church.
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Habakkuk’s words that if everything the prophet placed a value in life were to be taken or
lost from him “Yet I will rejoice in God” (3:18) seem to signify something far greater
than attending church because of styles of worship, church size, or the personality of the
pastor.
I was not interested (for the purposes of this project) in what makes one church a
success and another a failure. I wanted to know if people go to church to minister to God
or to get a blessing from attending. The easy thing would be to say “both.” And while
both may indeed be taking place in the life of the individual only one can take precedence
in his or her life. A person can go to minister to God and His Kingdom and feel that in so
doing, he or she has experienced a great blessing. A person can also go to church for the
primary reason of feeling “blessed” and fully believe that their presence has been a
ministry to God. But these cannot be coequal. One must (and will) take precedence over
the other.
I have been the pastor of both inner city and rural churches. I chose to put my
hypothesis to the test in the smaller and rural United Methodist Church since the
overwhelming majority of churches in United Methodism have a small membership and
an average attendance below fifty. I believe getting a snapshot concerning the values and
practices of a rural church in Mississippi is a better indicator than the average medium
size or even mega church in the city. Consequently, I excluded the urban church from this
project. All who attend the church (over the age of 18) were invited to participate in the
survey and later focus group.
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Review of Relevant Literature
The relevant literature for this project fell into three categories. The first category
deals with materialism and consumerism both in society and the religious realm. The
second category is literature that examines marketing techniques and how those
techniques are often utilized in the church. The third and final category is literature that
focuses on culture and Christianity.
Beginning with literature that addresses materialism and consumerism, I read
books that take a look at how Christian artwork and symbols have found their way into
popular culture and what that implies. They consider how identifiable Christian symbols
get thrown into the mix of society and lose all sense of sacredness. Collen McDannell’s
Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America is a good example.
Other literature in this category looks at the origins of commercialism and not only how
but why it has become pervasive in Christianity (particularly Western Christianity). Very
instructive in this category was Vincent J. Miller’s Consuming Religion: Christian Faith
and Practice in a Consumer Culture. How is church polity and discipline affected by the
consumerist mentality?
James B. Twitchell’s Lead Us Into Temptation: The Triumph of American
Materialism provided insights into the constant struggle with “worldliness” the Bible
says all who follow Christ must deal with on a constant basis (Jas. 4:4). Articles from
Christianity Today and Dialog: A Journal of Theology look into contextual theology in
relation to a Protestant view of consumerism as well as the consumerist approach to
matters that are spiritual.
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The second category of literature studied for this project examines how the
rampant materialism prevalent in society is manipulated into clever (and profitable)
marketing strategies which often find themselves being utilized by the church. In a
consumer-driven culture, everything becomes marketable and that includes facets of
religion. One of the questions I believed that needs an answer was “does the marketing of
Christianity have an impact on why people go to church and how often?” There were
plenty of articles in professional journals and periodicals about church growth strategies
that come straight out of the secular marketing realm. The use of secular strategies in
church implies, among other things, that they can create something amiss within those in
the local church who have been “marketed.”
David Platt whose Radical: Taking Back Your Faith from the American Dream
suggests that marketing religion is not a bad thing. In his book Revolution, George Barna
theorizes that a “major reason” for the decline of religiosity in America is due to
“people’s insistence on choices and their desire to have customized experience[s]” (62).
The “insistence” grew out of secular marketing strategies.
Also included in this category was literature dealing with narcissism. It is only
natural since narcissism seems to be the offspring of much of secular marketing. It is all
about me. My comfort. My desires. Me, me, me. If one trends into narcissism, the self
will have inward expectations concerning church that may not be biblical or even helpful.
Consequently, I consider Jean Twenge and W. Keith Campbell’s The Narcissism
Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitlement to be invaluable to this project. There was
plenty of material to examine in this subheading of the category, including a plethora of
literature about today’s narcissism epidemic. However, not very much of it looks into the
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American church. Therefore, I also included a small section of literature in this category
related to the struggle of the clergy. While many people associate only sexual immorality
and a misreading of the prosperity gospel as the reasons why clergy are under fire, I
discovered that the crises found in so many clergy homes often has as much to do with
narcissistic churchgoers as it does the aforementioned reasons. Guy Greenfield’s The
Wounded Minister: Healing from and Preventing Personal Attacks was of great help
here.
The third and final category of literature examined and utilized in this project puts
the focus on culture and Christianity. If narcissism is the likely outcome of being
immersed in consumer driven marketing schemes that have flooded into religion then it
makes sense to look at literature that delves into the relationship of culture and
Christianity. Therefore a book like H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ & Culture was essential
to putting the preceding two categories into context. Other classics like Bonheoffer’s The
Cost of Discipleship and Kierkegaard’s The Sickness unto Death were important as well.
As study for the project progressed I found other literature that seemed to act as a
bridge between categories important as well. For instance, Tyler Wigg Stevenson’s
Brand Jesus: Christianity in a Consumerist Age seemed to float between all three
categories. I cannot leave this category without identifying two of the most important
pieces of literature that were critical to this project. The first was Smith and Denton’s
Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers and David
Kinnaman’s You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church…and Rethinking
Faith. Both of these works draw startling conclusions based on information gathered
from the first two categories.

ROONEY 18
Data Collection Method
Though this project tended toward theology, ethics, and intellectual/rational
thinking, it required hard data that could be collected, reviewed, and analyzed. Data
collection and analysis is imperative to understand what churchgoers are thinking and
why they are behaving as they are in the context of ecclesial participation. I needed to
find out how much how much television churchgoers are watching. It does not matter if
they are sports enthusiasts, fans of dramatic series, late night talk shows, or news
channels, they are being exposed to a plethora of commercials employing a broad variety
of consumer oriented/driven marketing styles and techniques. I wanted to know what
kind of effect advertising styles and techniques had on churchgoers, if they were bringing
the consumerist mentality into their practice of the faith, and what implications that had
for the church. Only the collecting of data would be able to suggest possible answers
rooted in empirical reality that would shed light on the theological suppositions already
made.
Participants
The participants of this study were voluntary parishioners in a small membership
rural northeast Mississippi United Methodist church. Even though the sample size was
clearly much smaller than I would have liked, I believe it is a better representation of the
reality of the vast majority of the United Methodist Church’s membership since it has
long been said that eighty percent of Methodist churches are small in number (below
100).
Specifically, the participants were fifteen Caucasian men and women (over the
age of 18) who took and filled out the questionnaire and eight Caucasian men and women
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(over the age of 18) who participated in a focus group session. These respondents and
participants constituted fully one half of the local church active congregants.
Questionnaire respondents consisted of nine women and six men. Focus group
participants were six women and two men. All respondents and participants signed a
consent form.
Type of Research
This project was a qualitative and quantitative mixed pre-intervention study.
Following Asbury Theological Seminary’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval I
worked on a twenty question survey questionnaire, taking care to elicit information
concerning all three research questions. I spoke to the congregation from the pulpit about
needing volunteers willing to sign a consent form to take the questionnaire and fill it out.
After a couple of weeks when I assumed everyone who wanted to participate had filled
out a consent form I laid the questionnaire on a table in the fellowship hall. I gave
respondents three weeks to fill it out and return it face down on the same table (no names
were written on any of the questionnaires). I invited any who might be interested in
participating in the focus group to simply write the words “focus group” on the back of
the consent form. Since no names were on the questionnaires I simply announced the
date, time, and meeting room for those who had volunteered to participate in the focus
group study. The focus group met one month after the questionnaires had been turned in.
Data Collection
Data collection for the project was handled via the use of a twenty question
survey questionnaire and an hour long focus group discussion. The questionnaire
consisted of three sheets of paper stapled together. Questions were both open ended and
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closed ended. There were listings by degree of importance and multiple choice questions.
There were also some open ended questions where only blank lines were provided for
written answers. I never shared pertinent information about the nature of the project
(including dissertation title, statement of purpose, or my three research questions) with
anyone in the church. I also purposefully designed the questions in the questionnaire in
such a manner that it would be difficult to guess or infer what specifically the project was
about.
The focus group interview occurred in a vacant Sunday school room following a
customary time of fellowship after the morning worship service. I recorded the entire
interview on a digital micro recorder that I showed everyone and placed on the table in
the midst of the seated participants. Five questions were asked over the course of the
hour. Since I was working on the data analysis from the questionnaires at the time, it was
about a month later that I transcribed the recording.
Data Analysis
The first step of data analysis concerning the questionnaires was to collate all the
responses into a single document. For instance, for question #1 which asked for the
respondents age, I simply wrote #1: 63, 79, 54…etc. until I had recorded all responses. In
multiple choice questions I wrote the number of the question and then the letter of the
response: B, C, C, and so forth. On open ended questions which had blank lines provided
for a response I wrote the question number down followed by each written response
exactly as it was written. This enabled me, after all responses were inputted, to make
quick assessments concerning percentages, graphs, and the like. I also used tools I found
on the internet such as “How to analyze questionnaire responses” on the National
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Foundation for Educational Research web site, and “Results of the Questionnaire:
Analysis Methods” on the CERN Accelerating Science web site. I also utilized the Data
Analysis document provided by the Doctor of Ministry office.
Data analysis for the focus group interview began with the transcription of the
digital recording. Once that was finished, I used color coded highlighters to signal which
research question the response pertained to. I also highlighted relevant and pertinent
words that hinted key themes were in play throughout the discussion. In addition I looked
for words and phrases that indicated deviations from the question asked, to help me
identify what the participant really wanted to say even if the question did not pertain to
the response.
Generalizability
I am certain the results of this project can be repeated given the information I
have provided. The respondents and participants who assisted in this project were small
membership churchgoers within the jurisdiction of the rural United Methodist Church. I
do not believe the denominational ties had much bearing on the responses which means
any small congregational church of just about any mainline (and perhaps nondenominational) church would suffice to bring forth similar if not the same results.
Overview of Dissertation
Chapter 2 of the Dissertation delves into the biblical, theological, cultural, and
sociological components of this project through a thorough examination of the relevant
literature. Chapter 3 discusses the research design and analytical framework of the study.
Chapter 4 examines the data and methodology. Chapter 5 reveals the major findings,
implications, limitations, and suggestions for future study concerning the Dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
Today’s pastor is charged with bringing a message of salvation that is content
heavy on sacrifice, self-denial, and putting others first to a church full of people who are
daily assailed by messages of consumer-driven narcissism. “You ought to have…” or
“you deserve…” is a marketing strategy that has saturated American culture. From
automobiles, to food, clothing, cell phones, and even pharmaceuticals, the rhythmic beat
of culture is “satisfy yourself at any cost!” Narcissistic slogans such as “It’s all about
me…deal with it!” even find their way onto T-shirts. What hope does a pastor have of
bringing a message of sacrifice and self-denial to his/her parishioners on a Sunday
morning and finding a receptive ear when that ear has been attuned to a non-stop
onslaught of self-gratification all week long?
The faithful pastor often finds him/herself between a rock and a hard place. Any
pastor must be appealing to a certain degree to the people just to keep the job. On the
other hand, every pastor answers to a higher calling and must remain faithful and
obedient to that calling, sometimes at great personal cost. Culture focuses on what people
do not have. Scripture focuses on what God has provided. Most pastors have a copy of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship in their library and treasure its message.
Yet Christian book sellers are constantly putting books in front of pastors and their
parishioners whose message is essentially “accommodate culture or face becoming
irrelevant and obsolete.
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Today’s pastors are to proclaim Jesus’ message that “if anyone would come after
me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Matt. 16:24) and teach
the repeated New Testament message to learn to “be content” (2 Cor. 12:10; Phil. 4:11; 1
Tim. 6:8; Heb. 13:5), even though more and more churches are compromising the gospel
message by seeking an accommodation of culture in order to remain fiscally viable and
socially relevant. The decline of membership in mainline denominations seems to suggest
that Twenge and Campbell are right to say, “This is worrisome, because religion has
traditionally put the brakes on narcissistic behaviors” (The Narcissism Epidemic, 245).
John Wesley once said he looked upon the world as his parish. There was no
place he considered off limits to bring the gospel message of salvation. With the
oversaturation of churches in America today that message seems to have been altered to
“My parish is the world.” Pastors are facing the pressure of doing whatever is necessary
to retain the viability of their church(es). The message of sacrifice and self-denial are
giving way to consumer-driven marketing strategies (accommodation) just so that
churches can stay open. Hard choices must be made by pastors in this atmosphere where
marketing strategies, consumerism, and narcissism are casting a looming shadow over
faith and sacrifice.
For those in ministry the beginning point for a resolution to the conflict between
meeting people in the midst of this consumer-driven narcissistic society and leading them
to where they should be in humility and contentment before a holy God should and must
begin in the Scriptures. It is there that we begin this review.
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Description of the Literature Surveyed
The literature surveyed for this project comes from several different fields of
study. From the field of psychology much of the literature deals with narcissism,
selfishness, and self-gratification. Pastors are increasingly being confronted with
psychological issues, disorders, and psychoses in the average church. In a “me first”
culture and society any pastor can expect selfishness and narcissism to have a firm grip
on the congregation. It is important to understand these conditions not just from a
practical but also a clinical perspective.
Another emphasis on the literature surveyed for this project comes from the field
of marketing and consumerism. After all, these are primarily responsible for producing
narcissism in society. However, even though there were some general overviews of the
field, I focused primarily on the collision between marketing and consumerism within the
context of religion and the church. Books like Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and
Practice in a Consumer Culture by Vincent J. Miller and Material Christianity: Religion
and Popular Culture in America by Colleen McDannell as well as Brand Jesus:
Christianity in a Consumerist Age by Tyler Wigg Stevenson all played a significant part
in engaging this project’s thesis.
They emphasized pastoring and the church leader’s role in culture. I consulted
previously written dissertations as well as professional journals (for example Journal of
Empirical Theology). I also reviewed a smattering of classics such as Guy Greenfield’s
The Wounded Minister, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship, and even
Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine.
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For this project I looked at research being conducted concerning religious
attitudes in America based largely on the effect of a consumer driven materialistically
saturated Western culture. Phrases like “moralistic therapeutic deism” have begun to
emerge (Smith and Denton Soul Searching). I also examined research done by the Barna
Group.
Finally, the field of theology was a big part of this project. I looked at the
theological understanding of the sacrifice and how is it related to the doctrine of the
Atonement. I reacquainted myself with a theology of self-denial and how can it be
proclaimed in the midst of a narcissistic society. It is from this realm that I specifically
address the question of the theological responsibility of pastoral ministry in the face of a
lost world inundated with a “serve and save thyself” mentality.
Biblical Foundation: The Sacrifice
Much of this project is predicated upon a solid understanding of the biblical
sacrifice.
Introduction: The Pareto Principle
In the early 1900’s an Italian economist named Vilfredo Pareto discovered that
nearly eighty percent of Italy’s wealth was in the hands of only about twenty percent of
the people. Later American Ph.D. Joseph Juran extrapolated from the principle the “vital
few and trivial many.” The Pareto Principle (as it came to be called) engages most
systems that involve human beings. A small minority are typically responsible for an
overly large proportion of the output.
Although most church members were unaware there was a name for it, they
almost all recognize the principle. Church folk have long known and opined that twenty
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percent of the congregation foots eighty percent of the church’s bills. They have long
known that twenty percent of those active in the congregation do the lion’s share of
ministry and mission. The question I pose is: How is it possible when considering the
personal and intimate nature of salvation that Pareto’s Principle is accurately reflected in
the Church?
Competing Ideologies
My thesis is that a marketing mentality fueled by consumerism has produced a
narcissistic tendency that has not only overshadowed but replaced a proper theology of
sacrifice (the art and act of self-presentation) for many (if not most) in mainline
Christianity. You hear it all the time. “I go to church to be fed.” “I go to church to be
nurtured.” “I left that church because there weren’t enough kids.” “I’m sick of never
being put on important committees.” “I don’t like the pastor.” “They wouldn’t let me sing
in the choir.” On and on it goes in virtually every church across the fruited plains.
There must be a purpose of attending church which has direct correlation to the
Ephesians 5:25-27 passage concerning the Church’s role as the Bride of Christ. The
simplistic answer is that Christians go to church to worship God. However, if uniting
with and attending a church is primarily about “what’s in it for me?” then worship of God
cannot truly be the reason for going. I believe that a great majority of those who attend
church in America have little to no inkling of sacrificial theology (other than how it
applies to Jesus) and the divine expectation of a self-presentation before Him every time
one goes to church.
I examined the biblical materials relevant to the thesis that consumerism and
narcissism are replacing self-sacrifice in the modern Church. Both testaments are
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represented. Passages from Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Acts, Romans, Philippians, 2
Timothy, and 1 Peter were carefully looked at and a brief summary presented of the
biblical materials and how they support this project’s thesis.
Today’s Church is in a crisis. Nearly every report by church statistics guru George
Barna is negative and frightening. In a recent report titled “Five Trends Among the
Unchurched” Barna’s fourth trend is that “There Are Different Expectations of Church
Involvement” (“Five Trends” par. 13). He notes a drop of loyalty in potential churchgoers
and a rise of indifference to attending a worship service. I wanted to know why.
Furthermore, it was important to look into how members of the Church are subliminally
telegraphing to society that involvement in the practice of faith is neither vital nor
exciting. Potential Christians are looking at local churches and deciding they do not have
anything relevant, necessary, or pertinent to daily life or spirituality.
The following biblical material looks at the source and purpose of sacrifice; it
demonstrates the importance of the sacrificial presentation and its symbolic purpose. It
considers how it changed at the cross of Christ and how this relates to the modern day
church service and those who attend.
The First Sacrifice
GENESIS 4:3-5
In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an offering
of the fruit of the ground, and Abel also brought of the
firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And the Lord
had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his
offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his
face fell.
The first three chapters of the Bible speak of creation and original sin. While a
sacrifice is implied in 3:21 concerning the clothing of Adam and Eve with “garments of
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skins” there is no evidence that Adam and Eve practiced any kind of habitual or ritual
sacrifice themselves. It is not until the author speaks of their sons (Cain and Abel) that we
first learn of human beings stepping forward to honor God by means of sacrifice. Since
there is no admonition to Cain or Abel to bring a sacrifice to God one wonders what
prompted them to do so. Achtemier’s Bible Dictionary (957) does not have an entry for
“sacrifice.” Rather, beside the word “sacrifice” are the two words “See Worship.”

Sacrifice is knit very tightly to worship. It is very difficult to piece together what
was going on in that first sacrifice in Genesis 4 but it seems that the need to acknowledge
and honor God prompted the two brothers. It also seems that the manner of presentation
(the mood or the attitude) was the difference between the brothers’ offerings. Abel’s
sacrifice was accepted but not Cain’s.
According to Hebrews 11:4 Abel’s sacrifice was “more acceptable” to God than
Cain’s because of faith. Another key element from the Hebrews passage is this statement:
“God commending him [Abel] by accepting his gifts.” So from the very beginning we
learn that the acceptance of a sacrifice is even more important than offering it. In other
words, a sacrifice is not automatically accepted just because it is offered. The way it is
offered seems to either validate or invalidate it. If sacrifice is an act of worship then the
key is its acceptability to God. Many arguments have been made about what made Abel’s
sacrifice acceptable but not Cain’s (the type of sacrifice [animal versus grain], the quality
of the sacrifice [firstfruits versus leftovers], and attitude). The key to it all is acceptability
to God. The issues that arose following the sacrifice (resentment, deception, and murder)
seem to emanate solely from Cain’s offering not being deemed “acceptable.”
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In his commentary on this passage in Genesis 4, Matthew Henry observes “[t]hat
which is to be aimed at in all acts of religion is God’s acceptance: we speed well if we
attain this, but in vain do we worship if we miss of it…” (Henry, Vol. 1, 37). It is not a
stretch, then, to deduce that Abel was deemed acceptable before God because he brought
of the flocks to worship God while Cain’s sacrifice was deemed unacceptable because the
presentation of his sacrifice was not an act of worship. Speculating what it was is not
germane to this discussion but that it did not involve either faith or worship is.
What seems clear in this early passage from the book of Genesis is that there was
a divine expectation of a presentation that involved faith and worship. It is my contention
that while most of the modern church recognizes that faith and worship are important in
any gathering of the saints of God, the notion of a worthy presentation seems to be
absent. As a matter of fact, I believe many church attendees believe faith and worship
occur simply because they are present in a religious assembly. This passage from
Genesis chapter four, however, seems to diminish that notion. One can be present among
acts of faith and worship and yet still be deemed unacceptable before God.
Much of what takes place in today’s local churches hearkens back to Cain’s
sacrifice. There is an understanding that something religious is taking place and that it
should be something pleasing to God. Yet, the art of the presentation is absent, negating
faith and tainting worship.
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Empty-handed Worshipers
EXODUS 23:15
You shall keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread. As I commanded
you, you shall eat unleavened bread for seven days at the appointed
time in the month of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt. None
shall appear before me empty-handed.
In the midst of the admonition to observe three feasts throughout the year
(Unleavened Bread, Harvest, and Ingathering) Moses is told “None shall appear before
me empty-handed.” The same admonition is repeated in Exodus 34:20 and Deuteronomy
16:16, and Jesus seems to reference it in the parable of the tenants in Mark 12:3 and Luke
20:11.
The three feasts mentioned in Exodus twenty-three are observances that recall the
provision and blessings of God. Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, , underscore the
theme of privilege for the Hebrews: “the right of appearing before the Lord their God and
Redeemer, to whom they were indebted for everything they had and were, it was one that
no other nation enjoyed” (147). It is in that context that the command “None shall appear
before me empty-handed” is made. In other words, it is as if God is saying, “I have made
provision for you and blessed you. I expect you to come before Me with hearts of
gratitude and hands full of thanks for My blessings.” The offerer is himself/herself just as
much a part of the festal sacrifice as the gift being proffered.
The idea is that gratitude must accompany an offering. “Do not think that coming
before me with hands full but heart empty or a full heart with empty hands is acceptable”
is the message being conveyed. This not only hearkens back to but helps explain the
situation in Genesis chapter four. There is little, if any, division or differentiation to God
between the substance of the gift and the condition of the heart of the one giving.
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The biblical texts seem to be trending toward the reality that worship necessarily
includes offering or sacrifice and that the presenter is considered every bit as important as
that which is being offered. That is to say that the worshipper/offerer is indistinguishable
from the sacrifice/offering. They are considered one and the same; a package deal.
No one should coming knowingly into the divine presence with empty hands, as
that indicates that either God has not provided the substance to sacrifice or the one
required to make the sacrifice has chosen not to bring of God’s abundant blessing.
The Hebrew word used in Exodus 23:15 for “empty-handed” is reqam. It is
translated six times as “empty,” eight times as “empty-handed,” and two times “without
cause.” It is an adverb and means literally “emptily, vainly.” The Greek word used both
in the Septuagint and in Mark 12:3 is kenos. According to W.E. Vine this word speaks of
“hollowness” and/or “the ‘absence’ of that which otherwise might be possessed.” In
Mark 12:3 the text reads “And they took him [landowner’s servant] and beat him and sent
him away empty-handed.” Thus the servant was sent away without that which was due
him [or his superior].
It is now that we begin to observe a sense of urgency in worship and sacrifice.
Emptiness suggests a lack of either provision or concern. The presentation of an offering
is itself an act of worship and therefore requires both the fullness of God’s provision and
overflowing gratitude for it. The point the Exodus passage makes is that a return of
substance through festal offerings along with associated thanksgiving to God are what is
due Him. Just as important, however, is that the message conveyed by the author of
Exodus is that God takes note of the specifics of the presentation of an offering.

ROONEY 32
Personal Acceptability
LEVITICUS 19:5
When you offer a sacrifice of peace offerings to the Lord, you
shall offer it so that you may be accepted.

Leviticus 19 begins with a solemn admonition from God to Moses that He expects
His people to “be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (19:2). Holiness begins by
remembering and embracing the fifth, fourth, and second commandments (parents,
Sabbath, idols). Immediately following the admonition comes the instruction in verse
five: “When you offer a sacrifice of peace offerings to the Lord, you shall offer it so that
you may be accepted” [emphasis mine]. Thus, the command to be holy is closely linked
to the requirement of being accepted through an act of worship. Again, we are confronted
with the idea that worship is not a production meant to satisfy the wants of the worshiper,
but a ceremony intended to afford the worshiper with the opportunity of being found
acceptable before a righteous and holy God.
The text has variant readings. For instance, the KJV says, “ye shall offer it at your
own will” instead of “you shall offer it so that you may be accepted.” The NLT renders it
“offer it properly so you will be accepted by God” and the NRSV says “offer it in such a
way that it is acceptable in your behalf.” At issue is being accepted before God.
Though the substance of the sacrifice/offering seems to undergo a
transformational change in the Old Testament (from animal/plant to heartfelt/spiritual)
the purpose is always the same: to be deemed acceptable before God. What that means is
that although offerings were expected until the destruction of the temple left no place to
offer them, the understanding of what was going on seemed to evolve. For instance David
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wrote, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you
will not despise” (Ps. 51:17). That last phrase (translated similarly by most English
versions) is extremely important. It indicates that what God is ultimately after in
sacrifice/offering is a way to find a person, family, tribe, and/or nation acceptable in His
sight.
The passage from Leviticus is incredibly important to my thesis that the modern
day Church/Christian has forsaken the proper theology of being in the presence of God to
find acceptance. The book of Leviticus lays out two major themes: 1) God is holy and 2)
God expects His people to be holy. It is significant that the heart of the book focuses on
the sacrifice as a means to holiness.
True, many regulations are found in the book, but holiness is the heart of the
matter. It is also very significant that not only in the same book but the same chapter
comes the command that “you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (v. 18). Three major
biblical themes converge in this chapter in Leviticus: holiness (v.2), the pathway to
holiness (v. 5), and the goal of holiness: love (v. 18). Sandwiched between the command
to be holy and to love your neighbor is the sacrifice for the feasts “so that you may be
accepted.”
Finally, the Leviticus text concludes with a dire warning following the command
to make the offerings “so that you may be accepted.” Just a few short sentences away (v.
8) is the fearsome statement that those who do not receive acceptance from God (for
reasons as specified in verses 6-7) have “profaned what is holy to the Lord, and that
person shall be cut off from his people.” This was incredibly serious business to God.
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Though Christ has become the fulfillment of all sacrificial theology, this passage
in Leviticus only accentuates the grave nature of sin and the purpose of the sacrifice.
Certainly this had to be what the author of Hebrews had in mind as he wrote about how
some are “crucifying once again the Son of God to their own harm…” (Heb. 6:6).
Finding acceptance in the Cross of Christ is the heart of worship.

Personal and Spiritual Integrity in Sacrifice
ACTS 5:1-11
But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold a
piece of property, and with his wife’s knowledge he kept
back for himself some of the proceeds and brought only a
part of it and laid it at the apostles’ feet. But Peter said,
“Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy
Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of
the land? While it remained unsold, did it not remain your
own? And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal?
Why is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart?
You have not lied to men but to God.” When Ananias heard
these words he fell down and breathed his last. And great
fear came upon all who heard of it. The young men rose
and wrapped him up and carried him out and buried him.
After an interval of about three hours his wife came
in, not knowing what had happened. And Peter said to her,
“Tell me whether you sold the land for so much.” And she
said, “Yes, for so much.” But Peter said to her, “How is it
that you have agreed together to test the Spirit of the Lord?
Behold, the feet of those who have buried your husband are
at the door and they will carry you out.” Immediately she
fell down at his feet and breathed her last. When the young
men came in they found her dead, and they carried her out
and buried her beside her husband. And great fear came
upon the whole church and upon all who heard of these
things.

This well-known New Testament passage strikes at the heart of the matter. It has
most of the variables: an offering, an attitude, narcissism, consumerism, and a response
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from God. One might be tempted to argue that this is not an offering/sacrifice brought to
the Temple and intended for God. However, the Divine response would seem to mitigate
against that notion.
Ananias, on behalf of himself and his wife, came to one of the leaders of the early
Church (Peter) to offer a gift. Others had been doing the same thing and the couple
wanted to make some kind of impression on Peter and the early Christian community
concerning their selflessness and generosity. This narrative follows immediately after the
story of Barnabas who sold a field and gave all of the proceeds of the sale to the apostles
for distribution. Ananias and Sapphira were apparently seeking a reputation much as
Barnabas but without the personal cost.
Their scheme was to sell some of their property and, like Barnabas, donate a
portion of the proceeds to the apostles. It seemed perfectly legitimate. As a matter of fact,
Peter even tells Ananias that what he chose to do with his own property was his own
decision and choice. There would have been nothing wrong with selling the property and
giving some of the proceeds to the apostles for distribution to those in need. The problem
was that Ananias and Sapphira represented that the gift was all the proceeds rather than a
portion of them. Deception, pretension, and vanity were all present in this “gift.”
Somehow Peter knew, and his charge was not that they should have given all of
the proceeds but that the gift was not on par with what they told God they would give.
This makes it primarily a gift to God rather than to the community (as was Barnabas’
gift). In his Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, John Wesley wrote that “This
was the first attempt to bring propriety of goods into the Christian Church” (410). In
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other words, this was the first time someone wanted to give a gift to the church with
strings attached. The string here is recognition for an act of benevolence.
It is extraordinarily noteworthy that both Peter and God found the act of pretense
in the offering of a gift to be irrevocably heinous. Again, this is really at the heart of the
matter. It underscores the importance of that moment before God as one brings an
offering in the midst of the community of faith. The words “so that you may be accepted”
(Lev. 19:5) seem to bear much more urgency than people of the Church realize.
This incident in Acts 5 is about the desire to be welcomed, accepted, and known
among the people of God as a great benefactor based upon false pretenses. What is
amazing about this story is not that Luke pictured Peter as knowing that a sleight-of-hand
work of deception was taking place, but the spiritual insight that Ananias and Sapphira
had conspired to lie to God (verse four). Whether Peter had a “word of knowledge” or a
clear understanding of what worship and offering are and what a lack of sincerity and
integrity imply not only to the community of faith but the Lord over that community is
not known. But it was certainly one of the two.
Our motives and intentions matter concerning our decision to go to church. The
account of this husband and wife in the early days of the Christian church make it
incredibly clear that the gathering of the saints is much more about a self-presentation
than many have been led to believe.
Matthew Henry states, “They [Ananias and Sapphira] were ambitious of being
thought eminent disciples, and of the first rank, when really they were not true disciples”
(54). Henry goes on to suggest that the husband and wife in Acts 5 hearkens back to
Adam and Eve in Genesis and their attempt to deceive God. Worship (which includes
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offering and sacrifice) must be pure. Granted, the people who come before God come as
people who have sinned but they come with “broken and contrite hearts”, with honesty
and integrity. And God accepts them. He does not, however, accept those who stand in
the midst of the fellowship in insincerity and deception. Perhaps the most telling part of
the story of Ananias and Sapphira is the conclusion “And great fear came upon the whole
church…” (v. 11). It was the fear of God’s clarity of vision rather than the fear of His
discipline.
Acceptable Spiritual Worship
ROMANS 12:1-2
I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to
present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to
God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not conformed to this
world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by
testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and
acceptable and perfect.

This passage from Romans 12 powerfully speaks of making a presentation that is
acceptable to God when engaging in spiritual worship. The idea that one can go to a
worship service and demand to be ministered to as a reasonable expectation for a
Christian interaction with God is quite literally blown out of the water by this passage.
Paul urges the Church “by the mercies of God” to present themselves sacrificially
to and before Him. In other words, God’s great compassion warrants this kind of an “all
in” sacrificial presentation to Him. The only thing in the first two verses that Paul implies
that the worshiper gets from God is a mind capable of discerning His will. He is not
talking about getting prayers answered or needs met. This passage is speaking to the
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responsibility of the believer to make a righteous and holy presentation of self to God
“which is your spiritual worship.”
This is far removed from the modern concept of many who attend worship
services to have their needs met; to be spiritually fed; or to be blessed by the service.
Spiritual worship is presenting the self before God to be found holy and acceptable to
Him. Worship is not primarily for the body of Christ. It is offered up to God. A
consequence of presenting a living and holy sacrifice to God is that the worshipper is
found to be holy and is accepted. From that standpoint the body is indeed blessed, but the
blessing is a consequence of the sacrificial offering…not the goal.
In his Notes, John Wesley says the intent of the phrase “to present yourselves” is
“to exhibit [the self] before God” (568). It appears that in Wesley’s mind the worshiper
is in a sense exhibiting her/himself as grounds for why God should find her/him to be
acceptable in His sight. Wesley also points out that when Paul calls the exhibit a
“sacrifice” he is referring to the body as being dead to sin (568-69). Thus, in the Romans
12 view, spiritual worship is defined as exhibiting oneself to God as sacrificially dead to
sin.
It is by this exhibitionary sacrifice of the self, presented to God as an act of
spiritual worship that only then one is “transformed” by inner renewal. Where in this
picture do youth groups, cells, good sermons, or friendly members enter in? This does not
mean those or any other of the myriad of reasons people give for attending worship is
inherently wrong, but it does call into question the fundamental reasons people often give
for attending worship services. We have been conditioned (trained) by consumerism in
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culture so that nothing exists of any importance that does not trace directly back to
meeting some felt want, desire, or need of the self.
In his commentary on Romans, Martin Luther’s statements coincide with
Wesley’s idea that the purpose in being before God for any occasion is to seek the
affirmation from God that one’s inner constitution is righteous and holy. Luther says,
“The true sacrifice which belongs to God is not outside us nor outside that which belongs
to us; neither is it temporal and confined to the hour, but we ourselves are this, as we read
in Proverbs 23:26 ‘My son, give me thine heart’” (167). Paul is “appeal[ing]” to the
believers in Rome that they get this right. There is no other reason to stand in the
presence of God but to be found “acceptable.” There is no acceptance unless there is an
“exhibit” of a human being completely sold out and over to the righteousness of Jesus
Christ.
Of this presentational sacrificial offering to God Luther says “Above all, it
signifies the purity which we owe to God” (Luther 167). There is no looking for
approval, blessings, or any other thing we may dream God owes us. There is just and
only the acceptance of a God who recognizes the worshiper has presented her/himself as
dead to sin and alive to Christ.
Matthew Henry stresses that even though the sacrifice affirms we are dead to sin
it is “a living sacrifice; not killed, as the sacrifices under the law.” He goes on to say, “A
living sacrifice, that is, inspired with the spiritual life of the soul. It is Christ living in the
soul by faith that makes the body a living sacrifice…” (456). He is alluding to the
intensity of what is going on within the offerer. A legitimate sacrifice is indeed taking
place (including and especially a death) but it remains alive because the Lord of life
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indwells the sacrifice. Is this the attitude on display in most churches today as the saints
are ushered into the presence of the Divine?
Romans 12:2 speaks of having been transformed by the renewing of the mind as a
result of this spiritual sacrifice/worship that “you may discern what is the will of God,
what is good and acceptable and perfect.” What is the focus? Is it the good in the
worshiper that is to be found acceptable? That is highly unlikely. Surely the apostle is
speaking of Christ in the worshiper who makes the sacrifice acceptable and is therefore
deemed good.
Much is at stake when coming into the presence of God. The only thing(s) that
seems to be in the control of the worshiper is the self-presentation (sacrifice) before God
and a heart/mind of integrity. That is the genesis of the transformational renewal that the
worshiper walks away with. The entire thing is not a fantasy concocted by an apostle but
a service of reason that is far removed from pagan rituals and sacrifices.
Personal Benefits of Sacrifice
PHILIPPIANS 4:18-19
I have received full payment, and more, I am well supplied, having
received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent, a fragrant offering,
a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God. And my God will
supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in
Christ Jesus.
This brief passage from Philippians portrays the true benefit of presenting an
offering/act of worship to God. Even though Paul is the beneficiary of the offering he
notes that God is both pleased with it and considers it “acceptable.” Again, we see the
biblical reminder that heart-felt offerings are at the center of authentic worship. This
passage hearkens all the way back to the first one examined in Genesis chapter four.
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The real jewel of this passage, however, is not in reaffirming that true worship
seeks to be both acceptable and pleasing to God but that the natural consequence of it is
in the meeting of our human needs. It is nearly diametrically opposite in the manner of
priority and order from the consumer-driven narcissistic person who goes to church to
have her/his needs met. God meets human needs when the heart bows in worship and
offering. It is a perversion of the biblical way to refrain from worship until needs are met
or, as surely is more often the case, in order to get those needs met.
John Wesley’s brief observation of the phrase “all your need” [“every need of
yours” in the version cited above] is simply: “as ye have mine” (Wesley, Notes 739). The
order is so incredibly important here. The Philippians were meeting Paul’s needs through
an act of worship and sacrifice and in turn the apostle says not only was that act of
generosity to him considered a vicarious sacrifice to God but it was acceptable and
pleasing in His sight and would result in the meeting of “every need of yours.” As Craig
Keener points out, “‘needs’ in the case of most of the Philippian Christians were genuine,
basic needs…not ‘wishes’” (567).
The tone of the epistle to the Philippians is that of gracious thankfulness.
Fittingly, as the letter ends, the reader is reminded that God’s spectacular provision
(meeting basic needs is spectacular when you are struggling to find them) is generously
afforded to those whose hearts well up in generosity for those involved and engaged in
ministry to the Lord. This sentiment is echoed in Hebrews 13:16 when the author writes,
“Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to
God.” What a novel concept: prioritizing the pleasing of God by being in ministry to
others as opposed to being pleasing to God for showing up.
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God’s Approval
2 TIMOTHY 2:15
Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker
who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.

All of the preceding biblical materials have essentially set the stage for this one.
As Paul prepares to leave this world he imparts final words of wisdom and admonition to
his young protégé, Timothy. The final letters to Timothy are almost like the apostle’s last
will and testament. The things he speaks of are those which are nearest and dearest to his
heart. It is essential to keep faith vital to Christian life (1:6), to be unapologetic as a
disciple of Christ (1:8), to remain close to God through His Spirit (1:14), to remain
focused (2:4-9), and to stand in and by what is true (2:11-13).
But above all… “do your best to present yourself to God as one approved…”
Followers of Jesus Christ present themselves to God on a daily basis seeking His, rather
than the world’s, approval. Only when our desire to be pleasing (thus approved) to God
supersedes our fleshly desire to be acceptable to the world are we in a position to be
found faithful and acceptable.
Tony Merida (Associate Professor of Preaching at Southeastern Baptist
Theological Seminary) points out that the passage is presented in stark contrast to “bad
workmen” presented in verses sixteen through eighteen of 2 Timothy chapter two (Platt,
Akin, and Merida 172). The good (or unashamed) workers are driven and motivated to
be God-centric while the bad or shameful workers are self-aggrandizing and unable or
unwilling to correctly handle the word of God. Though it could be argued that the
passage at hand (2 Tim. 2:15) is speaking primarily to Christian workers I would argue
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that there does not exist a person who is exempt from service to and worship of God.
Everyone is either “rightly handling the word of truth” or improperly handling the word
of truth. All must “do your best to present yourself to God…”
In his commentary on the pastoral letters of Paul, N.T. Wright notes on the
passage under scrutiny that there has always been a history of twisting thoughts, words,
and ideas. Thus, for Wright, the admonition to “present yourself to God as one
approved…rightly handling the word of truth” means “figure out what standards of
knowledge…and above all spiritual understanding, are required for the job, and make
sure you possess them. Then you will be an ‘unashamed workman’” (108).
Yet once again, we find Scripture talking about standing before God to make a
just and adequate self-presentation for the purpose of being deemed “acceptable.” The
idea that believers come before God like children knocking on a stranger’s door saying
“Trick or Treat!” is completely alien to the Word of God. Words like authenticity,
integrity, and sincerity come to mind as one comes to present oneself before the holiness
of God. It seems vitally important to Paul that Timothy (who will soon be in a position of
authority and leadership in the Church) finds acceptance and approval from God first.
While everyone is not called into a vocation of ministry, all are called to a life of
authenticity and holiness.
One thing remains to be said concerning this passage from 2 Timothy. The
sacrifice/offering that Paul alludes to is one’s knowledge and skill in the Word of God.
Again, the one coming before God is not coming with a request to become more skilled
in the Word; rather, one’s skill in “rightly handling the word of truth” is what is being
presented. It is as if the “worker” is coming before the brazen altar and presenting her/his
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time, struggle, and work in the Word and saying, “Father, this is for you.” In turn, God
approves and sends the worker back out into the fields to continue the harvest.
This passage is important because it is couched between warnings of trivializing
kingdom realities (v. 14) and named examples of those who practice irreverence in the
name of and presence of God (Hymenaeus and Philetus in v. 17). Just because people do
or speak of religious things does not mean they are pleasing or acceptable to God. Just
because a person attends worship services, teaches a Sunday school class, or even pastors
an entire congregation does not mean that person is pleasing and has found acceptance in
worship before God. Rather, just those who “Do your best…” find divine approval.
Our Human Obligation
1 PETER 2:4-5
As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight
of God chosen and precious, you yourselves like living stones are
being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.
The final passage to review comes from Peter’s writings and speaks of spiritual
vitality and sacrifice with the goal of once again being “acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ.” The Son of God expanded the priesthood to include all believers who find their
life and vitality in and through Him. As such we approach God directly to bring our
offerings of worship, praise, and sacrifice to Him. The theme is our obligation to God. If
God has “chosen” us to be living stones fashioned into a “spiritual house” what is the
desired response from us? It is “to offer spiritual sacrifices” that we may draw life from
Him and return sacrifices worthy of His grace and holiness.
Matthew Henry says, “The spiritual sacrifices which Christians are to offer are
their bodies, souls, affections, prayers, praises, alms, and other duties” (1016). Christians
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owe everything to God. Henry rightfully refers to these offerings as “duties.” Yet, how
that is different from the mindset of so many modern day churchgoers who seem to
believe it is the duty of God to appreciate and bless them!
The Cross of Christ changed so much. A fleshly people abiding under the law
were to offer animals, grains, and liquids (drink offerings) as a means of appeasing the
justified wrath of God. A spiritual people abiding by the grace and forgiveness of the
ultimate sacrifice of Jesus on the altar of Calvary offer the spiritual offering of their
hearts, minds, and souls. Both, however, were (are) done to find acceptance in the will
and presence of God.
Summary of the Biblical Materials
The very first sin of hatred and murder centered upon an act of worship. Two
brothers gave an offering wherein one was received and accepted while the other was
regarded as unworthy and summarily rejected. Cain’s fallen countenance coupled with
the divine admonition that “if you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not
do well, sin is crouching at the door” (Gen. 4:7) sends us the signal that heartfelt worship
was not the underlying motive when Cain came forward to offer a sacrifice of the fruit of
the ground.
Remembering that narcissism (along with a consumer saturated culture) has
revealed a mentality that the practice of religion is only a means to an end, the text from
Genesis chapter 4 clearly indicates that as long as the human race has existed people have
had issues with presenting themselves before a holy God. A holy God deemed something
about Cain’s act of worship to be lacking. Cain was offended and took out his resentment
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on his brother. The first murder, therefore, was the result of a disingenuous and
superficial act of worship.
The next passage reviewed was Exodus 23:15 which spoke of not appearing
before God “empty-handed.” In the context of the feasts of harvest those who come
before God were not to come before Him as though He had not provided for them.
Worship therefore contains an aspect of gracious appreciation for what God has already
done in the life of the worshiper. The fog of confusion begins to lift around the rejection
of Cain’s offering as we deduce that even though he presented an offering from the
ground it is clear that grateful appreciation was absent from his heart. As the biblical
materials unfold perhaps the true intent of the Exodus passage is a prohibition of
worshiping God with an empty heart as well as hand.
The last passage from the Old Testament came from Leviticus 19:5. For the first
time we are clearly told that the mandatory act(s) of worship and sacrifice are clearly
designed for a specific purpose: “you shall offer it so that you may be accepted.” No
more intuition or guesswork is needed here. Worship is not about finding anything
acceptable about God. Yet that is what I fear the consumer-driven narcissist, who
occasionally goes to church, believes. “If I don’t find what I am looking for [i.e. what I
think I deserve] then I will go somewhere else where it will be offered to me.” No,
Leviticus reveals that worship is ultimately a peace offering to God with the specific goal
of making us “acceptable.”
The three examples from the Old Testament beg for extrapolation in a
hermeneutic of Christological sacrifice and atonement in today’s pulpits.
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I then began to explore the material in the New Testament starting with the
frightful story of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1-11. What is clear from the account
more than anything else is that this husband and wife were seeking acceptance from other
people rather than God. It is frightful not only due to its outcome but also because of the
certainty that many today are surely bordering on the same error. It is God who must find
us acceptable. It is God who deserves our hands and hearts full of grateful appreciation
for providing the perfect offering (Jesus) for us. How dangerous it is to twist the
fundamental purpose of worshiping God. From Cain to Ananias and Sapphira we clearly
see the result of standing before God for any reason other than to return grateful
appreciation in hopes of being found acceptable in His sight.
That led to Romans 12:1-2. The resounding word from Paul to the believers in
Rome is that the real sacrifice God has always wanted from His people is themselves.
“Present your bodies as a living sacrifice…” He then went on to call that self-presentation
before God “your spiritual worship.” Other versions call it “the most sensible way to
serve God” CEV, “the true worship you should offer” GNT, and “your reasonable
service” KJV. The “living sacrifice” is the one that continues. It is reasonable, fitting, and
just that the born again believer come before God continuously with the sacrifice of
praise and the life of Christ as a continuous offering to God.
The Philippians 4:18-19 passage demonstrated how God receives the act of
blessing others in the spirit of humility as an acceptable and pleasing offering. Jesus
made it clear when He said our acts of generosity and compassion to others would be
accepted by God as though “you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40).
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The passage from 2 Timothy 2:15 shed further light on worship and offering by
flatly stating the divine expectation is for the kingdom worker “to present yourself to God
as one approved, rightly handling the word of truth.” Each passage brings the overarching
theme more clearly into focus: Acknowledging God in acts of worship centering on a
grateful self-presentation of the crucified but reborn self. “Do your best” in this endeavor,
said the apostle to his protégé. Perhaps that is what this dissertation unveils. Worship in
this day and age often has little to do with the worshiper doing her/his best. It has become
more about the local church doing its best to assuage desires.
Lastly, the passage from 1 Peter 2:4-5 speaks of God’s purpose in requiring
authentic grateful sacrifices in acts of worship. God utilizes our faith, love, and worship
to build us “up as a spiritual house.” What a profound reality. We become a meaningful
part of a spiritual house. That is God’s design for His Church. Do not appear before Him
with empty hands or hearts seeking to have your needs met. Rather, come joyfully before
Him full of grateful appreciation and sacrifice and be made into a living stone in the
living Church. Coming before God with heart and hands full ensures an eternal bounty.
Theological Foundations
Theology of Sacrifice
In the Old Testament, sacrifice clearly plays a tremendous role in bringing the
people of God together. A major theme of this project was to understand the reason(s)
people of God assemble themselves together. In order to discern if a shift in purpose for
the assembly of God’s people has occurred we need to understand the relationship
between sacrifice and worship which were once the chief reasons for coming before a
holy God.
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Zabach is the Hebrew word for sacrifice. Versions of this word occur over five
hundred times in the Old Testament. In his concordance Strong says of the word, “There
is no question that this is one of the most important terms in the Old Testament…”
(Strong 73). Sacrifice is implied in Genesis 3:21 (the giving of “skins” to clothe Adam
and Eve) and is first reported as practiced in 4:3-4 (the offerings of Cain and Abel).
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob all offered sacrifices.
When the Tabernacle came into being during the wilderness wanderings of the
Hebrews, the sacrificial offerings became ritualized. In the book of Leviticus the
offerings are understood to “make atonement” for those who bring it. Clearly the book of
Leviticus teaches that the inherent holiness of God requires His people to be holy and that
only happens through an atoning sacrifice. Sacrificial offerings have long been
understood within the community of faith to be the means whereby people are claimed by
God individually and corporately. The Jewish believers understood His presence to be
within the tabernacle. They engaged in worship by offering an atoning sacrifice to God
who bestowed right standing on the worshipper as a result of the sacrifice.
Of important note are the detailed instructions that make the sacrifice/offering so
personal. The one bringing the sacrifice was required to lay his own hands on the head of
the animal for it to be accepted. This laying on of hands with the assistance of the priests
is what is important for this project. Scripture makes it clear that atonement with God
takes place when and where people assemble to make things right in their relationship
with Him. They do so by making a presentation that represents themselves and there is a
personal cost associated with it.
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Unity in Ritual
Even a cursory glance at the book of Leviticus reveals a detailed and visually full
ritual that brings God, the priestly community, and the people together. The sacrifice was
personal but certainly not private. The whole purpose of the event was to bring unity to
disaffected parties. In Leviticus 19 we find the command to be holy since God is holy
which culminates in the Levitical command to “love your neighbor as yourself” (19:18).
Thus, sacrifice is entwined with one of the greatest and most profound
teachings/statements in all of Scripture: to love the participants of the holy community.
In an article in the McMaster Journal of Theology and Ministry, Anna Suk Yee
Lee points out that “[t]hrough the Old Testament sacrificial system, God promised to
forgive and be reconciled with repentant worshippers, thus enabling them to draw near to
the Lord again” (24). The sacrifice “enabled” people to come into the presence of God
and fellowship in His community. Lee also notes that it was the sacrifice “which is the
heart of public worship” (25).
However, concerning the purpose of this project, the most significant thing Lee
says in her article concerns the context of the Old Testament sacrifice:
This setting [sacrifice] implies that sins, even when committed by an
individual, are not private affairs. The remedy for sin must be made before
the Lord, as all sins are sins against God (the offended), thus threatening
his holy presence and endangering the solidarity of the whole community.
(Lee 26)
That last phrase is crucial: “endangering the solidarity of the whole community.” The
sacrifice, then, was a measure intended to bring wholeness and unity not simply between
God and the offending individual but between God and the entire community.
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At its core, sin is the destroyer of relationships and a relationship implies some
sort of integrated community. The sacrifice was a repairer of that breach which is why it
was so closely connected to worship. The modern mind may struggle quite a bit with the
notion that sacrifice is not merely an act of personal remediation but a very public
offering of worship. However, this is exactly the lesson that the New Testament teaches
concerning the sacrament of the eucharist. It is a mandatory and perpetual ritual whose
purpose is to celebrate the removal of sin from the individual enabling the entire
community to affirm God’s welcome presence in their midst. Sacrifice was always
intended to be a means of redemption for both the individual and the community.
Harmony is another facet to consider when thinking through sacrifice as a public
act of worship in the midst of the faith community. While “unity” implies agreement on
ideology and methodology, “harmony” speaks to connections that are generally viewed
as pleasing to the entire company. Sacrifice was intended to bring not only unity to the
community but also harmony to the entire congregation.
Rachel Erdman, writing a response to the refutation of Christ’s sacrifice on the
cross as an atoning and substitutionary sacrifice in the Anglican Theological Review
reminds the critics that “Sin cannot hurt God; it hurts humans. The need for satisfaction is
not to exact vengeance, but to restore harmony” (464). She continues:
Satisfaction is not identical to punishment, but is instead an alternative to
it. Thus, Jesus’ death was not a punishment he endured in our place; it was
a freely offered sacrifice of obedience to restore a relationship broken by
human sin, which had prevented us from being in harmony with the divine
order. (464)
She argues that the sacrifice of Jesus was not meant to assuage the bitterness or anger of
God but was itself an act of worship by the Son meant to restore harmony.
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Thus, it becomes increasingly clear that a theological discussion and
understanding of sacrifice must hinge on worship and the restoration of unity, harmony,
and fellowship in the community that is defined by the holiness of God. Relationship is at
the heart of a proper theological understanding of the sacrifice. The restoration and
exultation of a fractured community (both Godward and humanward) is a public act of
worship. That was always the intent and still is to this day.
The Devotional Aspect in Sacrifice
If sacrifice is theologically linked to worship then it must necessarily be akin to
devotion. This is perhaps best brought out in Romans 12:1-2. Paul appeals to believers
“to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your
spiritual worship…” The words “present, holy, and spiritual” are all tags for “devotion.”
In “Presentation and Transformation: An Exposition of Romans 12:1-2” D. Edmond
Hiebert says, “the abiding challenge to believers [is] to present themselves unreservedly
to Him” (313).
The relevance to this project is the sacrifice Paul says God deserves (implied in
the word “acceptable”) and the manner in which it is to be offered (“unreservedly”). It
makes sense when one considers that sin offerings in the Old Testament required the life
of the animal. Clearly, however, when people assemble to worship God today the
sacrifice He desires isn’t the life of the worshiper, at least not in the sense that it was in
the Old Testament. Thus Hiebert says, “The compound infinitive παραστησαι (to offer)
basically means ‘to place or stand alongside of,’ hence to place at someone’s
disposal….Its use as a religious term denoting ‘to offer’ would be readily understood by
Paul’s readers…”(313). Worshipers are placing themselves at God’s disposal. The
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implication is that they become “A sacrifice laid on the altar [that] could not later be
retrieved; so the presentation here urged was to be made for life, not to be retracted later”
(314). Hiebert is saying that Paul’s notion of spiritual worship is incredibly serious,
somber, and significant. The connection between authentic worship and a selfpresentation before a holy God (calling forth memories and associations of sacrifice) are
unmistakable. Consequently, Hiebert draws the following logical conclusion: “While
believers may be prone to speak about “making sacrifices for the Lord” – an expression
not found in the Bible – Paul’s appeal goes vastly beyond such a view of Christian
responsibility” (315).
When one remembers that on the heels of Paul’s exhortation to make an
acceptable living sacrifice of oneself before God is the admonition to consciously reject
conformity while pursuing a complete inner transformation (Rom. 12:2), the coming
together of the faithful becomes all the more weighty and substantial. The devotional
aspect of spiritual worship cannot be minimized or overlooked.
The Misnomer of Sacrifice
A word of caution is necessary before moving to another field of literature.
Churchgoers often use the word “sacrifice” (because it is a biblical word) to designate
behavior that has little, if anything, to do with an authentic, sincere, and permanent
offering of the self to God. To say, “We all make sacrifices for God’s Kingdom and
Church” is a misuse of the term and concept of “sacrifice.” This is reminiscent of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s seminal work The Cost of Discipleship when he wrote about
“cheap grace.” Cheap grace (flippant sacrifice) Bonhoeffer said is “the bitterest foe of
discipleship, which true discipleship must loathe and detest…” (51). Sacrifice isn’t what
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we are willing to deny ourselves of to please God. Rather, it is the giving of the self
without reservation to God. It is a supreme act of worship, not a begrudging undertaking
of self-denial we hope to get credit for.
Culture and Religious Practice
In 2005 professors Christian Smith (Notre Dame) and Melinda Lundquist Denton
(Clemson) authored a seminal work on the religious habits and beliefs of American
teenagers called Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American
Teenagers. The professors gathered and collated data gleaned from in-depth interviews
from teens across the country. What they discovered was both predictable and yet
shocking.
Predictably, they found “[t]he vast majority of U.S. teenagers identify themselves
as Christian…” (68). Shockingly, the religion they embrace has very little, if anything, to
do with the Christianity that the New Testament reveals or that their parents practice(d).
What they discovered is that the overwhelming majority of the nation’s youth embrace
what they term “moralist therapeutic deism.” That is, a religion that focuses on being
morally good and believes God’s only major role in life is to help them find themselves.
As the authors put it:
In short, God is something like a Divine Butler and Cosmic Therapist: he
is always on call, takes care of any problems that arise, professionally
helps his people to feel better about themselves, and does not become too
personally involved in the process. (Smith and Denton 165)
The concepts of holiness, sovereignty, and majesty are blatantly absent.
While this project does not confine itself to any particular age group or category,
America’s teens are simply modeling what they see is being lived out in their own homes
and at their own churches. Religion is becoming less and less about being in a right
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relationship with God and more about helping “people succeed in life, to make them feel
good, and to help them get along with others – who otherwise are different…” (Smith and
Denton 169).
If America’s youth has gone adrift in the sea of moralistic therapeutic deism it
was first christened by the Church. In an article written in 2010 in Christian Century
entitled “The Almost-Christian Formation of Teens: Faith, Nice and Easy” Kenda Creasy
Dean said, “In short, the study [Soul Searching] provides a window on how American
young people have learned a well-intentioned but ultimately banal version of Christianity
that’s been offered to them in American churches” (22). Narcissism and materialism have
had a dramatic impact on what the Church does and the message the Christian youth are
receiving and interpreting. That message continues to thrive around “what I go to get out
of church” rather than “what shall I bring to the table of worship today?”
David Kinnaman adds to the conversation in his 2011 book You Lost Me: Why
Young Christians Are Leaving Church…And Rethinking Faith. Kinnaman recognizes the
dearth of youth engagement in the life of the American church and says the big picture
“is about new pressures facing the entire Christian community as we seek to pass on the
faith” (28). He places the blame for youth who abandon the faith and/or embrace
moralistic therapeutic deism squarely on parents and church leadership for omitting the
hard truths of the Bible. He asks,
It is possible that our cultural fixation on safety and protectiveness has
also had a profound effect on the church’s ability to disciple the next
generation of Christians? Are we preparing them for a life of risk,
adventure, and service to God – a God who asks that they lay down their
lives for his kingdom? Or are we churning out safe, compliant Christian
kids who are either chomping at the bit to get free or huddling in the
basement playing World of Warcraft for hours on end, terrified to step out
of doors? (97)
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Perhaps one of the most important observations by Kinnaman is the rather short
statement that “[a]ll this leads to a faith that lacks one essential ingredient: humility”
(118). The lack of the sacrificial mindset in the modern Church has led to the absence of
humility. Everything at church has been planned and put there for “me.” Worship is all
about “me.” God is all for “me.” “I am leaving this church if it continues to fail to give
me what I want (deserve)” cannot be far away.
Before addressing the cultural side of this issue something needs to be said about
worship in the greater context of the community. Worship is the reason the community of
faith assembles. However worship is a broad term. We call the entire service a “worship
service.” This includes singing, praying, giving, heeding, and sometimes baptizing and
observing Holy Communion. We say little about motive and intent. Jesus thundered,
“This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they
worship me…” (Matt. 15:8-9).
James B. Torrance is of help here. His 1996 classic work Worship, Community
and the Triune God of Grace deals with this issue. Torrance says there are two views of
worship. One is called “the unitarian view” and the other “the trinitarian view.” In the
unitarian view:
[W]orship is something which we, religious people, do – mainly in church
on Sunday. We go to church, we sing our psalms and hymns to God, we
intercede for the world, we listen to the sermon (too often simply an
exhortation), we offer our money, time and talents to God. No doubt we
need God’s grace to help us do it. We do it because Jesus taught us to do it
and left us an example of how to do it. But worship is what we do before
God.
In theological language, this means that the only priesthood is our
priesthood, the only offering our offering, the only intercessions our
intercessions.
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Indeed this view of worship is in practice unitarian, has no doctrine of
the mediator or sole priesthood of Christ, is human-centered, has no
proper doctrine of the Holy Spirit, is too often watching the minister
“doing his thing,” exhorting us “to do our thing,” until we go home
thinking we have done our duty for another week! (20)
Torrance goes on the explain that in the Trinitarian view of worship the worshiper(s) is
“participating through the Spirit…in union with Christ, in what he has done for us once
and for all, in his self-offering to the Father, in his life and death on the cross” (20-21).
The Unitarian view of worship is all about “me.” The Trinitarian view is all about God.
In the former I go to church to perform and expect to be rewarded. In the latter I go to
church to bring something and through faith, trust that I shall be accepted. As Torrance
says, “Christian worship is…our self-offering…” (15).
Other scholars express similar ideas. David Platt (formerly the pastor of a mega
church in Birmingham, AL and now President of the International Mission Board) wrote
Radical: Taking Back Your Faith from the American Dream in 2010. While the book is
mainly about recalibrating faith in a variety of ways, of interest to this project are his
views about rethinking why we worship. So he says,
If you were to ask the average Christian sitting in a worship service on
Sunday morning to summarize the message of Christianity, you would
most likely hear something along the lines of “The message of Christianity
is that God loves me.” Or someone might say, “The message of
Christianity is that God loves me enough to send his Son, Jesus, to die for
me.” (Platt Radical 70)
That sounds innocuous and sensible enough. But then he asks a difficult thing:
As wonderful as this sentiment sounds, is it biblical? Isn’t it incomplete,
based on what we have seen in the Bible? “God loves me” is not the
essence of biblical Christianity. Because if “God loves me” is the message
of Christianity, then who is the object of Christianity?
God loves me.
Me.
Christianity’s object is me.
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Therefore, when I look for a church, I look for the music that best fits
me and the programs that best cater to me and my family. When I make
plans for my life and career, it is about what works best for me and my
family…This is the version of Christianity that largely prevails in our
culture.
But it is not biblical Christianity. (Platt Radical 70)
What an astounding statement as it addresses the questions that this project is asking.
Why do people go to church today? The study seeks to discover if people go to “Give of
Your Best to the Master” or to be accepted “Just as I Am.” Part of Platt’s “Radical” thesis
is for Christians to return Jesus Christ to the place of prominence in the local church that
He rightfully deserves.
Church statistical specialist, George Barna, sheds some light on misplaced reasons
for attending church. In his book Revolution Barna says, “Eight out of every ten believers
do not feel they have entered into the presence of God, or experienced a connection with
Him, during the worship service” (Barna Revolution 31). Eighty percent of churchgoers
do not believe they have come into the presence of God when attending church? The only
possible way that percentage can be so high is that the overwhelming majority of
churchgoers do not believe that being in God’s presence during a church service is
supposed to be the reason for being there!
And if meeting God in worship is not the reason for going to church then any kind
of priority of presenting self to God for acceptance (Rom. 12:1 & 2 Tim. 2:15) is moot.
Barna has yet another startling statistic, “Only one out of every four churched believers
says that when they worship God, they expect Him to be the primary beneficiary of their
worship. (Most people say they expect to get the most from the experience.)” [32]. Three
quarters of people in any given church on any given Sunday are there for “me - not for
God, for “me.” There cannot be any kind of exchange of blessing if there is little or no
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concept of rendering “unto God the things that are God’s” (Matt. 22:21). Barna’s thesis
for the book seems to be that any kind of institutional or structured organizational church
is both unworkable and unbiblical. I heartily disagree with that. Yet his research does
demand some kind of explanation. I believe this project can adequately respond.
Marketing, Materialism, Consumerism and Christianity
Consumerism has taken its toll on the American Christian. “Keeping up with the
Joneses” may have once been limited to overzealous businessmen in the secular world
but it has crept into the Church and is arguably a major driving force behind many
churches’ identity. Writing for New Statesman in a 2004 article Andrew Stephen, in
investigating claims that America is a Christian nation, takes aim at her mega churches.
In talking about churches that spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on sound systems
while being situated on campuses in excess of 100 acres Stephen opines, “What is
happening, I suspect, is that these churches have learned the basic rule of American
consumerism: give the customer what he/she wants. The megachurches thus become part
church, part shopping mall and part country club” (9). Stephen goes on to say that the
attenders of such churches are little more than “passive consumers, entertained by the
dazzling audiovisual systems and by mesmerizing ‘ministers…’”
When taking into account the biblical emphases on sacrifice, self-denial, and the
preeminence of Jesus Christ the idea of “passive consumers” is simply out of place. The
local church, whether it is a tiny country congregation or a big city mega-church, must
have greater substance than merely appealing to the secular humanistic tendencies that
get massaged so shamelessly in culture and society.
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John Lamont writes about consumerism in the church. In an article, “The Prophet
Motive” he wrote in 2010, Lamont points to supply side economics as the reason that
three quarters of people in the pew are there. Here is his explanation:
The market model of religious competition asserts that, when a religion
enjoys a monopoly in a given market, its leaders, lacking the spur of
competition, will not try very hard to make religious practice an attractive
option. But when a competitive market in religions replaces a monopoly,
not only will the spur of competition be present, there also will be a
process of natural selection among religions, with the more attractive
religions gaining at the expense of the less attractive ones. (22)
The key to understanding this project is the assertion that competition between churches
happens as “more attractive religions” begin appealing to those three-fourths who are
simply there for themselves.
People seem to be grasping at straws because they must find something about
church unattractive. Maybe Platt points us in the right direction when he says,
Suddenly contemporary Christianity sales pitches don’t seem adequate
anymore. Ask Jesus to come into your heart. Invite Jesus to come into
your life. Pray this prayer, sign this card, walk down this aisle, and accept
Jesus as your personal Savior. Our attempt to reduce this gospel to a
shrink-wrapped presentation that persuades someone to say or pray the
right things back to us no longer seems appropriate. (Platt Radical 37)
In reality, it never was appropriate. Consumer oriented culture has become entrenched in
the concept of public worship in America.
Some think materialism, consumerism, and church can and probably should be
integrated and coexist in the long run. James B. Twitchell’s 1999 offering Lead Us Into
Temptation: The Triumph of American Materialism is an example. Admittedly, Twitchell
is not writing from the Christian perspective but when you consider the following
statements, he seems to be speaking to the Church:
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Materialism does not crowd out spiritualism; spiritualism is more likely a
substitute when objects are scarce. When we have few things, we make the
next world holy. When we have plenty, we enchant the objects around us.
The hereafter becomes here and now…in a world emptied of external
values, consuming what looks to be overpriced kitsch may be preferable to
consuming nothing. (22)
[Also], [t]he powerful allure of religion and advertising is the same: we
will be rescued. This act of rescue, be it effectuated by the Man from Glad
or the Man from Galilee, transports us to the promised land of resolution.
We will find the peace that passeth understanding. (66)
In Twitchell’s worldview, religion seems to be either built around
materialism/consumerism or is at least a surreal extension of it. The two are intertwined
and therefore codependent upon one another. As he notes on page 75, “Modern
consumerism is therefore not a replacement of religion but a continuation, a secularizing,
of a struggle for order.” While that may be a secular way of looking at the purpose of
faith and religion, it is certainly not a biblical or Christian way to view the reality of
consumerism and its relationship to faith. Revelation chapter eighteen reveals judgment
on Babylon, and one of her sins is that she treated the souls of people as merchandise (v.
11-13).
It would be easy to write Twitchell off as an aggravated secularist shooting barbs
at the Church, but, oddly enough, he is joined by the former President of Fuller
Theological Seminary, Dr. Richard J. Mouw. While still Fuller’s President in 2008 Dr.
Mouw wrote an article for Christianity Today entitled “Spiritual Consumerism’s Upside.”
In the article Dr. Mouw gives an ardent defense of the notorious “church shoppers” who
bounce from congregation to congregation in search of the church that best suits their
perceived needs. His response to ecclesial criticisms of being a church shopper is: “I view
the pattern that the anti-consumerists criticize as manifesting important strengths”
(emphasis mine; Mouw par. 3).
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He says that it is a good thing to search for spiritually and intellectually fulfilling
preaching and worship calling it “a serious exploration of [a] family’s special vocation”
(Mouw par. 13). Couched in religious terminology, Mouw’s defense of a consumerist
type quest for spirituality falls short in the midst of the biblical record. He concludes that
the church shopper who puts his/her own felt needs and desires at the top of the priority
list wrongly declares “I see these vocational explorations as an exciting feature of
contemporary religious life” (Mouw par. 14). To call shopping for a preacher who tickles
the fancy or the ears a “vocational exploration” is a stretch. But then to call shopping for
a worship center on the basis of inner wants and desires “an exciting feature of
contemporary religious life” is silly at best and disingenuous at worst. Twitchell and
Mouw seem to confirm the reality that consumerism is a part of the fabric of culture and
society and it has found acceptance in the lives of many parishioners.
That materialism and consumerism have found inroads into Christianity and the
local church cannot be denied. Acknowledging this to be a sad reality is prudent. But to
embrace the blatant consumerism that has become so prominent in the practice of faith is
a tragic mistake. In Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer
Culture, Vincent J. Miller renders a cogent analysis of how and why consumerism has
found a foothold in American Christianity. Consumerism speaks louder and clearer than
the still small voice of God. The desire to consume things means “People no longer
hunger for salvation or an era of justice, but for ‘the feeling, the momentary illusion, of
personal well-being, health, and psychic security’” (85). When the objective tangibles of
culture and society are at the forefront of all people do and see, the intangible realities of
soul and spirit get pushed to the rear. Consequently, Miller says
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We should and, in the end, can only enjoy God. Nothing else can fulfill our
desire. All other things are only to be used in our quest for our proper object of
desire. The myriad cultivations of consumer desire seem quite literally to
encourage us to enjoy lower things. (126)
People in church are setting their sights and goals too low.
Miller does not surrender to consumerism in matters of faith and practice as
Twitchell and Mouw do. Consumerist habits find their way naturally in the community of
faith but these can be countered by Holy Communion and the liturgies of faith and
worship. Far from acquiescing to consumerism, the goal of the Church should be to
counter it in meaningful ways that the traditions of the Church already provide for. What
is at stake are dire consequences. Miller warns,
When consumerism becomes the dominant cultural practice, belief is
systematically misdirected from traditional religious practices into
consumption. This makes the moment of choice the fundamental means of
self-actualization, implicitly presuming that the object being chosen,
whether a banal commodity or a profound spiritual tradition, will in itself
resolve all of the difficulties the consumer faces. (225)
Unchecked consumerism within the Church makes a commodity of faith and practice.
When practitioners of Christianity embrace consumerism or allow it to go unchecked, it
makes believers think that just by virtue of choosing Christ their hardships and
difficulties have been addressed and are behind them. Consumerism fools churchgoers
into thinking their faith choices are more important and significant then their faith
practices.
Tyler Wigg Stevenson’s Brand Jesus: Christianity in a Consumerist Age is
helpful. Stevenson addresses consumerist tendencies in Christianity by going through the
book of Romans. He reminds the faithful that relationships rather than ownership (of
goods) is at the heart of God’s kingdom. Churches who forget that, or relegate it to
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tertiary status, face making Jesus nothing but another “Brand” in the marketplace. It does
not work even if Twitchell and Mouw suggest it can. Stevenson argues:
[O]ur response to this marketplace has not, for the most part, been to insist
on the incomparable Christ. Instead, faced with a competitive market, we
have done our best to brand Christianity as the most attractive product
available.
This may be the most significant and irremediable problem facing the
church today, and it is one that leaves me reeling at the scope of our
disease. Simply put, for the vast majority of American churches, becoming
a Christian is as painless as adding a new brand to the repertoire that
already forms your identity. (118)
Branding Jesus does not simply put Christianity “out there” for the unchurched. It
does so at the cost of the Cross and at great harm to the Church. Stevenson outlines a
three step process of how this occurs. The first step is consuming; the second, obligation;
and the third is worship (50-51). Stevenson argues that this is just a tricked up version of
idolatry that begins with the Christian’s desire to fit in with culture. Upon concluding the
three step process, “[T]he mainstream Christian’s lifestyle is essentially no different from
that of her secular neighbors. Like them, she finds her identity in consumption; the only
difference is that she buys different stuff” (103). Far from utilizing
materialism/consumerism to strengthen the Church, Stevenson believes it is draining the
Church of the true life and sustenance of Christianity: Good Friday and Easter Sunday. I
agree.
Narcissism
Of all the psychological psychoses, how did narcissism find inroads into today’s
Christian church? Consumerism/materialism has shaped everyone’s minds over the past
few decades. It is not reasonable to think or suggest that churchgoers can easily lay aside
their cultural and worldly tendencies at the church door.
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Dr. James Emery White of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary wrote an
article for Crosswalk.com entitled “The Narcissistic Church”. He acknowledges that
narcissism has found its way into the Christian Church. White recognizes that most
churchgoers expose their narcissism by making shameless but unequivocal statements
like “I want to go where I’m fed, or I need to be ministered to.” White uses Peter
Drucker’s two primary questions that every organization must ask: “What is our mission?
And who is our customer?” He notes that if the mission is to save the lost then the
customer should be those without Christ.
The problem he sees is that “most churches have, as their primary focus, reaching
and then serving the already convinced. From this, services rendered to the believer
become paramount, and other churches become the ‘competition’” (White par. 12). He
seems to be saying that the Church does not truly accept the mission to the lost. Instead, it
has adopted a focus of nurture on the already found. Everything in American Christianity
is geared to and for the already committed (saved?) church member instead of the person
who is in desperate need without Christ. His conclusion concerning that reality is stark:
“Which means that we [churchgoers] are not victims of a culture of narcissism; we are
purveyors of it” (White par. 13). I must concur with Dr. White. Evangelistic outreach
programs in most local churches usually consist of a very small group of people willing
to pray and visit once a week or month. Moreover the evangelistic budget lines of most
church’s annual budgets send a very loud message concerning the priority of outreach.
My pastoral experience concerning church budgets is that the vast majority of money is
spent within the local church itself. Narcissism has become prominent in the American
church.
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Jean Twenge and W. Keith Campbell shed some much needed light on this with
their 2009 bestseller The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitlement. They
point to a culture of self-admiration that began its emergence in the 1970’s. Vanity and
self-centeredness were unleashed on society with the sexual revolution and the drug
culture. The message that “costs are borne by others” began to take shape and was
transferred to the next generation as the children of the sexual revolution were taught not
obedience, but self-gratification.
Combine the “me” generation with the sudden birth and rise of social media
where “friends” can be virtually unknown and people outside of the self become nothing
but objects or material to be used and/or utilized and narcissism becomes firmly rooted
and grounded in culture. This kind of outlook clashes with the Bible, as statements like
the following demonstrate: “Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count
others more significant than yourselves” (Phil. 2:3). This is where competitiveness comes
in. As Twenge and Campbell note on page 246 “religions have to give people what they
want. Because reducing narcissism is not always pleasant, most people are not going to
attend churches that demand humility.” This is exactly what produces what Dr. White
says above about people seeking out a church that meets their needs which for the
narcissist is exaltation rather than diminution.
Having been in the pastorate for nearly thirty years, my emotions alternate
between grief and anger that narcissism has become entrenched in the Church in
America. I hate to nod in affirmation with Monte Wilson as he writes
Modern American Christianity is filled with the spirit of narcissism. We
are in love with ourselves and evaluate churches, ministers and truthclaims based upon how they make us feel about ourselves. If the church
makes me feel wanted, it is a good church. If the minister makes me feel

ROONEY 67
good about myself, he is a terrific guy. If the proffered truth supports my
self-esteem, it is, thereby, verified. (Wilson par. 22)
Wilson’s article entitled “Narcissism Goes to Church: Encountering Evangelical
Worship” seems to blame evangelicalism with enabling narcissism to self-perpetuate.
While there are good points about the dangers of fashioning worship services to pander to
people rather than minister to God, I think his essay really points to some forms of
evangelical worship as symptomatic of narcissism rather than emblematic. However, the
point he makes above concerning so many churchgoers’ requirements and expectations
from a worship service are absolutely correct. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, I had an
unpleasant encounter with a church member who told me that I was failing to fulfill his
chief expectation of a worship service which was, in his eyes, to make him feel better
about himself.
Gaps Analysis in Literature
A plethora of literature informs the various fields of study that relate to this
project. The Bible certainly speaks to the issues of sacrifice and worship as well as
priorities and self-denial. The scriptures speak far more than is being taught or preached,
that God deserves a self-presentation as an act of spiritual worship each and every time
the community of faith gathers together.
Much of the literature is about current cultural norms and trends. The past twenty
years has produced a plethora of scholarly literature about materialism and consumerism
and more is being written about how they are finding footholds in the faith and religious
communities. Material about narcissism (in general) is readily available and more is
being written about how narcissism is being fostered by Christians in the Church.
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Finally there is no dearth of information about the struggles of clergy, whether
you are talking about G. Lloyd Rediger’s Clergy Killers or Guy Greenfield’s The
Wounded Minister. There is even guidance from such classics as Bonhoeffer’s The Cost
of Discipleship, Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine, and Niebuhr’s Christ & Culture. All,
either directly or indirectly, tell the story of struggles in the religious leadership realm of
being confronted with selfishness, consumerism, materialism, and even narcissism in the
pastorate.
What is missing, however, is connecting the Church and her pastors with any kind
of tool(s) for either A) recognizing narcissism in the local church, B) assessing its effect,
or C) addressing it. Most of the literature today is rather shockingly geared toward
embracing and utilizing consumerism and the narcissism that springs from it. “Meet the
needs of the people or face decline and irrelevance” seems to be today’s ecclesial mantra.
Entire worship services are structured, not with the goal of ministering to and pleasing
God, but giving people what they want.
Pastors are facing a double-edged sword. On the one hand they must be
committed to God who called them to preach. The messages of repentance, self-denial,
and faith must be and remain prominent themes emanating from both the pulpit and the
church board meetings. On the other hand the competition for church members in an age
of declining religiosity requires a measure of outreach which obscures personal sacrifice
while touting better benefits for attending here rather than there.
When it comes to narcissism and the pastor I found basically a one way street. A
lot of the literature is now beginning to recognize and evaluate the materialistic consumer
driven narcissistic pastor. Consider these titles of articles: “Narcissism in the Pulpit,”
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“Narcissism Goes to Church,” and “How to Identify a Narcissistic Pastor.” What I cannot
find are titles like “How to Confront Narcissism in Your Church,” or “A Theology of
Renewal in the Context of the Narcissistic Church.” The Clergy Killer, Wounded
Minister type books are helpful in acknowledging pain and wrongdoing caused by
selfishness in the church but offer very little in the way of proscriptive help.
The same could be said for the many dissertations I read on pastoring within the
cultural context. For instance, one dissertation (“How a Pastor Reads the Local Culture in
Its Immediate Context in Order to Present the Good News” Smith, 2005) broaches the
issue by assessing the claims from many in the church that its services don’t connect,
resonate, or meet the needs of the people (that certainly qualifies for narcissism) but then
really only offers the solution of “not water[ing] down the gospel to conform to culture”
(3). Another dissertation (Hallett’s “Celebrate Jesus Mission: An Exploration of Pastoral
Experiences” 2004) acknowledges pastors are facing tremendous change in an era of
transition but simply suggested the answer to the problem was to refocus on mission.
The gap in the literature is twofold. Both have to do with properly equipping the
pastor to deal with narcissism in his/her church that is borne by materialism and
consumerism. Myriads of issues come through the narthex of today’s churches. Issues of
sexuality and politics seem to get the majority of attention from denominational fix-it
leaders and gurus. I found no literature that either equipped the pastor to recognize the
issue of consumer-driven narcissism or how to address it if it was recognized. Since we
live in a narcissistic society one expects to find a wealth of material available for the
pastor such as Bible studies and sermon guides geared to deal with the “me first and
only” culture, but there is not. The literature warns against watering down scripture, but
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does not offer the pastor guidelines for dealing with narcissism. It is my hope that this
project will address this situation and be a beginning point for changing it.
Research Design
The research design for this project involved mixed methods, utilizing both
qualitative and quantitative research design. That is, it asked (and through the research)
answered certain questions related to the literature that I just reviewed. I formulated my
hypothesis and engaged in the research.
Of the different kinds of quantitative research designs, this project leaned heavily
on theory driven research wherein a theory produces a hypothesis. I then tested the
hypothesis by gathering the data via surveys and focus group discussions and then
analyzed the data.
Review of the Chapter
This chapter began with an overview of the issues facing today’s pastors.
Marketing strategies have crept into local churches. Pastors struggle with being faithful to
their divine calling while maintaining a positive relationship with their congregations as
they declare the biblical narrative of self-denial and sacrifice in the context of raging
narcissism, all the while maintaining a high level of competence with skills that
demonstrate God’s high calling.
The next brief section described the types of literature reviewed. The first section
of the literature review plunged into the Bible and looked specifically at texts that shed
light on the offering and how the emphasis was equally upon the person giving the
offering as it was on the sacrifice itself. I began with the first recorded sacrifice in the
Bible (Cain and Abel) and unpacked the reason(s) that God did not accept Cain’s
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sacrifice. I found it had to do with the state of Cain’s heart. He only fulfilled half of what
is normatively required in sacrifice: the gift and self. Cain only presented the gift.
From there I moved on to the book of Exodus where on more than one occasion
was found the command from God not to appear before Him “empty-handed.” Then I
discussed the book of Leviticus and fleshed out the issues of sacrifice and holiness in
much greater detail. In chapter 19 I found the command to make an offering “so that you
may be accepted” showing that more than one thing is going on in a sacrifice. God’s
requirement to give an offering is for the sake of the one making the offering as much as
it is for the one receiving it.
I then looked at Acts chapter five and the story of Ananias and Sapphira. For the
first time the scriptures establish the link between making an offering to God and
materialism/consumerism. The couple represented one thing to Church leadership but the
reality was different. The self-presentation aspect came to the front and center.
The crown jewel of the biblical material was surely Romans 12:1-2 wherein the
apostle clarified even further what the divine expectations are of offering to Him. The
passage showed that absolute self-presentation, so that one might be deemed “acceptable
to God,” is linked directly to “your spiritual worship.” The Philippians, 2 Timothy, and 1
Peter passages all helped strengthen the foundation of Romans 12.
With the biblical materials examined it was on to a theological study of sacrifice
and ritual in the context of the faith community and worship. I compared the biblical
theology of sacrifice to my thirty years of pastoral experience. A great dichotomy began
to emerge between what the Bible and theology are saying about the reasons and issues
that are to take prominence in a worship setting and what actually takes place.
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Consumerism tells people what they deserve (from a worldly perspective) while many
times the services of worship are bringing the message of God’s grace in light of what
people really…deserve. The congregant is often caught in the middle of conflicting
messages. On the one hand society proclaims all the conveniences and pleasures in life
the congregant deserves while on the other hand the pastor is saying that death and
forsakenness to God is what is deserved (without Christ).
This is where the literature review began to examine moralistic therapeutic deism
and how many Christian leadership circles began to embrace materialism and
consumerism as a means of outreach. The question that I hope came to the readers mind
is “do the ends justify the means if the means the faith community is utilizing to reach the
lost are inherently contrary to the biblical message and theological mandates?”
Narcissism was the final topic for review in the literature. Most of it described
what narcissism is and looks like. Some described narcissistic tendencies within the
Church and even the pulpit. However, as the section “Gaps in the Literature” revealed
there is very little (if anything) connecting the biblical/theological study of sacrifice and
self-presentation with the narcissistic churchgoer who makes demands that his needs be
met or he will take his tithe and family elsewhere. There has to be something more to
offer pastors deluged with narcissism in their pastorate than “just don’t water down the
Bible.”
The outline of the research design demonstrated a plan and strategy for assessing
and addressing the problem.

ROONEY 73
CHAPTER 3
ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE PROJECT
Introduction
The denominational church in America has been in decline for decades and
everyone knows it. Keying in the words “have changing cultural values contributed to the
decline in church attendance” in any internet search engine and it will yield a plethora of
web sites (from churchleadership.org to barna.org to pewformum.org [of Pew Research
fame]) that answer with a resounding “Yes!” Shifting cultural values absolutely do have
an impact on church attendance.
One of the contributing factors to cultural change must surely be the drift away
from an idealism which honors and commits to the larger corporate community to the
much narrower individualistic entitlement mentality. In a relatively short span of time,
Americans have gone from a “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” idealism to “it’s all
about me…deal with it” (a popular slogan seen on many bumper stickers and t-shirts).
Market driven strategies have exploded and narcissism has become the new norm. John
F. Kennedy’s appeal to “ask not what your country can do for you – ask what you can do
for your country” (from the Inaugural Address, January 1961) seems far removed from
American culture and society today.
The American church does not seem to have fared very well in a consumer
oriented market driven narcissistic culture. Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me,
let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). The church
has had difficulty attempting to maintain the attitude of self-denial in the midst of
rampant consumer driven narcissism. The accommodation to cultural change has helped
to contribute to the decline (in attendance) of the American church.
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Biblical and theological foundation segments of the literature review
demonstrated that the purpose and practice of appearing as a community before God in
the Bible was to make a presentation (“none shall appear before me empty-handed”
(Exod. 23:15). In the New Testament, texts like Romans 12:1 (“present your bodies as a
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship”) and 2
Timothy 2:15 (“Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved”) affirmed this.
Nature and Purpose of the Project
This research project sought to discover if an anthropocentric ideology is
prevalent among churchgoers. If so, it was incumbent on me to discover if it is
attributable to the current market-driven consumer-oriented narcissistic cultural shift that
has taken place in society. Hence, the purpose of this project was to develop an
instrument that would help determine if a small group of churchgoers in a rural
Mississippi church had been impacted by this particular cultural shift (consumerism,
marketing, narcissism) and if they could recognize it.
Research Questions
Ministry is an outgrowth of love but it must have a very specific target and
purpose.
RQ #1: What does the word “ministry” mean to the average churchgoer?
The purpose of this question was to determine if the respondents of the
questionnaire and the participants in the focus group were cognizant of the biblical
passages from the literature review. Are churchgoers aware of the biblical material and
theological implications concerning ministry being primarily directed toward God rather
than themselves? For this research I utilized questions eleven, twelve, fifteen, and
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seventeen of the questionnaire. Questions one and three of the five focus group questions
were also designed to elicit a response that would shed light on the first research
question. Here are those survey questions:
11. How do people find out about your church? (circle any that apply)
a. Church sign
b. Newspaper advertisement
c. Radio
d. Word of mouth
12. Please arrange the following in the order of importance (1=Most Important)
when thinking about what keeps you going to your church
a. Location
b. Atmosphere
c. personal ties
d. doctrine
e. worship style
15. Which statement do you prefer? (circle one)
a. The church’s primary reason for being is to meet my spiritual needs.
b. The church primarily exists to meet the world’s spiritual needs.
c. The chief purpose of the church is to minister to God.
17. What do you expect to leave church with that you did not bring?
Here are the two focus group questions:
1. What kind of images or words come to mind when you hear the word
consumer?
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3. Do you think churchgoers have been conditioned to think of themselves as
consumers?
According to Tim Sensing in Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to
Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses “Qualitative research is grounded in the social
world of experience and seeks to makes sense of lived experience” (57). Consequently, I
sought a rather in-and-around or backdoor approach to what seems like a simplistic
question about ministry. By asking about communication preferences, priorities, needs,
and assessments (from the questionnaire) and connecting consumer imageries to the local
church (1 and 3 focus group questions) I was drawing a picture about an understanding of
ministry from the “social world” and “lived experiences” of the respondents and
participants.
RQ #2: Who is the central focus of Christian ministry today?
For all intents and purposes, this question was the backbone of this project. Once
a churchgoer is able to define in his or her mind what ministry is, the natural next
question concerns its proper direction. Is ministry aimed at the worship participant or is it
directed at the object of worship…God? Are churchgoers even aware that the direction of
ministry is critical to establishing a purpose for church attendance?
Accordingly, I utilized the bulk of the questionnaire to create an accurate picture
as a means to respond to this research question. Questions ten, thirteen, sixteen, eighteen,
nineteen, and twenty from the questionnaire and focus group question four were created
to answer the second research question.
Here are those survey questions:
10. In your view, what is Christianity’s brand?
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13. What advantage(s) does a mega church have that a small church doesn’t?
16. List the top 5 reasons you go to church.
18. Looking at your church’s bulletin or order of worship, list the 5 most
Important facets of worship in the order of importance (1=most important)
19. What excites you most about going to church?
20. What is the most problematic about church?
Here is the focus group question:
4. Do you know of, or do you see any evidence of the consumer marketing
mentality in the American church?
In asking respondents to share what they believe to be “Christianity’s brand,” I was
asking an open-ended question that allowed individuals to begin to narrow the focus or
priority of Christian faith in their own words. When I asked respondents to measure or
define the advantage of mega church ministry to a small rural church’s ministry, I was
seeking to note distinctions in the direction of perceived ministry.
I asked each respondent to list the top five reasons that he or she goes to church
(question 16) and to name the five most important facets of the worship service (18) in
order to narrow the focus. To bring a clear definition to the respondent’s central focus of
ministry, I asked them what is most exciting (19) and what is most problematic (20)
about going to church. The fourth focus group question probed for either recognition or
conflict concerning what (who) takes precedence at church.
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RQ #3: Have consumerism, marketing strategies, and moralistic therapeutic deism
significantly impacted the average churchgoer’s understanding of Christian
faith and service?
This question sought to discern if the respondents realized there was any conflict
between the purpose of ministry and their own practice of it. From the questionnaire,
questions 5-9, and 14, were designed to address this question. The five questions (5-9)
were grouped under the heading “Concerning Brands” and were at the beginning of the
questionnaire (following only generic questions about age, gender, faith identification,
and church attendance). In other words, I broached the subject of consumerism and
marketing prior to any questions on ministry and faith. I believe that had I directly
approached matters of faith and practice and saved the marketing and consumer questions
for the end of the questionnaire, it would have been self-evident what I was fishing for.
Research question #3 was also addressed in the focus group by questions 2 and 5.
Question two was an open-ended question regarding marketing strategies and five
directly addressed the connection between the literature review and the suspicion that
something might be generally amiss in the local church regarding ministry. After
explaining to the focus group what moralistic therapeutic deism is I asked if anyone
recognized its presence in church either implicitly or explicitly.
Ministry Context for Observing the Phenomenon
The subjects who participated in this project were all attendees of a small United
Methodist Church in rural northeast Mississippi. The church is located about fifty yards
off U.S. Highway 45. It was established in 1847 and was initially placed on a five point
Methodist circuit. Over the years the number of churches on the circuit/charge varied but
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for the last twenty years it had been on a two point charge. In the 2014 session of Annual
Conference, the church requested and was granted station (stand-alone) status.
The attendees of the church number around thirty five with an average attendance
of thirty. While the church could be described (like most mainline denominational
churches) as “graying” or “aging,” this particular church has a good percentage of
younger people who attend and are involved, including several young adults who attend
college, a few high school students, and a few children.
The church is the typical rural southern Christian congregation wherein values are
rooted in scripture and conservative (evangelical) traditions. For instance, the church
doors are never locked because the congregation does not believe that the doors to a
worship facility should ever be closed to the public. The way things are in the world does
not take priority over the way things should be (to my knowledge the church has never
been victimized by theft).
It may be important to note two things about this rural United Methodist
congregation. First, they forsook being part of a multi-church charge due in part to
conflict and tension(s) with the other church. From what I have been able to gather it had
more to do with a personality conflict with a couple of members than just a general
dislike of being yoked together with another church. Second, twenty-three years ago
another pastor was in the Doctor of Ministry program and wrote his dissertation on the
conflict between the personalities in the churches which may have ultimately led to the
desire to request station status from the annual conference.

ROONEY 80
Participants to Be Sampled About the Phenomenon
It is important to know who the project participants were as it is from them we
gain understanding about the problem or issue under scrutiny.
Criteria for Selection
Since the purpose of this project was to determine if a small membership church
in rural Mississippi could recognize the impact of marketing strategies and consumerism
in the context of their faith beliefs and practices, it was necessary to open the
participation to all willing adults who regularly attend the church. Membership in the
church was not a requirement; just participation in the services and life of the
congregation. For instance, one elderly female regularly and faithfully attends services at
the church but is actually a member of a Presbyterian church a few miles up the highway.
She attends both churches every Sunday. She volunteered to respond to the questionnaire.
Description of Participants
The participants in the questionnaire were fifteen in number. Considering that the
average attendance at the church is thirty, half of regular attendees chose to take part in
this phase of the project. The first four questions were grouped together under the
heading “About Yourself.” Question 1 sought the respondent’s age. Question 2, their
gender (M or F). Question 3 simply had the word “Christian” and beside it three choices:
“Yes,” “No,” and “Don’t Know.” The final question under this heading simply sought to
discover how long each respondent had attended church (not this particular church but
church in general).
Nine women and six men were questionnaire respondents. The average age of
those participating was 64.3 years. In response to the question about whether or not they
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were Christians, fourteen checked “Christian” and one checked “don’t know.” Ten
respondents indicated they had been going to church “most of my life,” while four
responded thirty to forty years and one five years.
All questionnaire respondents were Caucasian. Although they weren’t asked in
the survey, I have personal knowledge that all successfully graduated from high school
and about a third had attended college. One is a post graduate.
The focus group participants were eight in number. There were six female participants
and two male. I will describe how they were chosen below in “Procedure for Collecting
Evidence from Participants.” Suffice it to say for now that the eight participants had also
responded to the questionnaire.
Ethical Considerations
In an effort to gain their trust and insure that the respondents felt free to give
forthright answers, I took the following steps to insure propriety and anonymity. First, I
informed the congregation that I had come to the point in my doctoral work where I had
to begin work on my project. In soliciting their help I made it clear that those who
volunteered would only be allowed to participate in the project by signing an informed
consent letter. A template for this letter was made available by the Doctor of Ministry
staff and I merely filled in the blanks with my information. All questionnaire respondents
signed this letter. Likewise, since the focus group participants were also questionnaire
respondents, their consent was also given. I have provided a copy of the letter in the
appendixes.
Furthermore, I assured participants that no names would be used in the project
and reminded them when they took a questionnaire that there was no place for their name
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and I did not want them to write it anywhere on the form. When I met with the focus
group, my introductory remarks included the promise that I would only identify the
number of participants and their gender. The transcript of the entire dialogue is included
in the appendixes. Focus group participants were told up front that a micro-cassette
recorder would be used and that the tape would be safeguarded by being placed in a safe
in my home and destroyed at the project’s completion.
Procedure for Collecting Evidence from Participants
The research design for this project required a mixed qualitative and quantitative
methodology. When I considered the purpose for the project and the three research
questions, I agree with Sensing when he said, “I simply advocate a form of action
research that employs a multi-methods approach within a community located in a specific
setting and is intended to bring transformation” (54-55). On the qualitative side of the
ledger I sought to describe, explain, understand, and ultimately generate ideas around the
issue of grappling with the intrusion of consumer driven marketing strategies into the
religious realm (in general) and a small but vibrant local church (in particular).
In my studies on research designs, I came upon a paper advocating (like Sensing
above) the mixed methods approach. The author writes,
[R]esearchers may first survey a large number of individuals, then follow
up with a few of them to obtain their specific language and voices about
the topic. In these situations, the advantages of collecting both closedended quantitative data and open-ended qualitative data prove
advantageous to best understand a research problem. (Cresswell 22)
With those things in mind I decided to develop a questionnaire with both qualitative and
quantitative facets. I asked both open-ended questions (qualitative) and more objective
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type questions that were designed to probe for confirmation of ideas. Additionally, the
focus group bolstered the qualitative aspect of the research design.
I was particularly interested in a statement I read from the editors of the Journal
of Mixed Methods Research. In an editorial paper they wrote:
Mixed methods studies will benefit from at least one overarching mixed
(integrated, hybrid) question that provides the possibility of subsequent
qualitative and quantitative types of sub-questions. Such a question
effectively links the components or strands (qualitative and quantitative)
and objectives and questions of the study and sets the stage for
comprehensive mixed methods inferences and conclusions at the end.
(Cresswell and Abbas 210)
The third research question (Have consumerism, marketing strategies, and moralistic
therapeutic deism significantly impacted the average churchgoer’s understanding of
Christian faith and service?) necessitated the mixed methods approach.
When the time came for collecting data (evidence) from the participants I
announced that in the following couple of weeks I would place both a consent form and a
questionnaire on a table in the church fellowship hall. I made sure to explain that only
persons of legal age (18 and older) would be able to participate and that the data collected
from the questionnaire would be strictly confidential. They would only sign and date the
Consent Form. The questionnaire would not have a place for their name or date and I
made sure to tell them that I did not want them to put it on there.
In order to encourage participation in the focus group, I first explained that it
would further explore the issues broached in the questionnaire. I explained that the focus
group needed to be a small group. If a person wished to be included for that part of the
research as well they should simply write the words “focus group” on the back of the
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consent form as a signal they wished to be included. That way the process of participation
remained anonymous and confidential.
After waiting a couple of weeks to give all a chance to take a consent form and
questionnaire, I placed a box on the same table with a slit in the top to return the items.
Once the forms were gathered I made sure there were an equal number of consent forms
to questionnaires. Then I notified those who wrote their names on the backs of the
consent forms to volunteer for the focus group of the date and location of the meeting.
When that day came and we all gathered (8 participants and myself) I set a micro-cassette
recorder in our midst and prefaced the discussion with the purpose of our meeting and a
guarantee of anonymity (see transcript from focus group in appendices). When the
questions had been asked and answered I turned off the recorder until the time came for
transcription.
Procedure for Analyzing the Evidence Collected
When the questionnaires were returned and the focus group meeting was finished
I began to study the data. I collated it on a spreadsheet and charted graphs for
representation. Additionally, I utilized free online software tools such as DataCracker to
assist in understanding, interpreting, and analyzing the gathered information.
I also transcribed the entire focus group meeting from the micro-cassette recorder.
As I worked on the data from both the questionnaire and focus group, I was careful to
take notes of anything that caught my attention. Additionally, I kept a copy of the project
description and research questions nearby to keep on track. I studied the data from the
questionnaire and listened to the recording of the focus group repeatedly and scoured the
transcription for relevant and pertinent information.
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Besides the use of charts and graphs, I coded the written material (questionnaires
and focus group transcript) by utilizing different color highlighters. Yellow highlights
indicated data and information that related to the first research question. Green highlights
related to the second research question and orange the third. When it came to analyzing
the information I turned to a paper I read on the subject titled “Narrative Analysis” by
Catherine Kohler Riessman. Based on my understandings from it I decided to use
thematic analysis since the emphasis is more on the information being shared than the
way it is presented. In other words, in thematic narrative analysis, one has the opportunity
to identify a “general cultural story.” That was what I was hoping to produce.
Reliability & Validity of Project Design
How does one know if the information gleaned from a tool used for the purpose
of a mixed methods research project is worth the paper it is printed on? Reliability and
validity are essential if the findings of a project are going to be given credence.
To make sure the findings of this project would have credibility, I made sure the
questions both on the questionnaire and for the focus group interview were neither
leading nor reflective of any unintended bias. Prior to finalizing the questionnaire I took
it to a peer who did not know the subject matter of my research project. I asked him to
take the survey and answer all questions. Upon his completion (several days had passed)
I went to his office and asked him 1) Did he perceive any of the questions to be
illegitimate or leading? 2) Were the questions ordered in such a way that they were
leading to a definite conclusion? And finally, 3) Could he tell what my research project
was about or was even suggesting? My colleague has had experience in creating polls and
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surveys for a national Christian activist organization. He assured me the questions were
neither leading nor overly suggestive.
Another safeguard I utilized to prevent reflexivity was to include seven openended questions on the questionnaire and four (out of five) open-ended questions for the
focus group. The fifth is borderline since I asked a straightforward “yes” or “no” question
but followed up with “Can you give examples?”
Review of the Chapter
This chapter began with the affirmation that changing cultural values clearly have
an impact on the Church in general and church attendance in particular. I posited that one
of the value shifts in culture is the shift from the collective to the individual which has
resulted in a strong presence of narcissism in the pew. Biblical passages such as Exodus
23:15, Romans 12:1, and 2 Timothy 2:15 all mitigate against the idea of Christian
ministry being directed primarily or firstly at the churchgoer.
Consequently, the three research questions that drove the need for the project
were:
1. What does the word “ministry” mean to the average churchgoer?
2. Who is the central focus of Christian ministry today?
3. Have consumerism, marketing strategies, and moralistic therapeutic deism
significantly impacted the average churchgoer’s understanding of
Christian faith and service?
The context for discovering those answers was a small United Methodist congregation in
rural northeast Mississippi.
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CHAPTER 4
EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT
Introduction
It would have been much easier to simply ask the three research questions
directly, but then the results would have reflected research bias. Trying to ascertain what
“ministry” meant to the project participants without being leading or suggestive in either
the questionnaire or focus group was a challenge. The same was true for the second
research question: “who is the central focus of ministry?” No one would have answered
that question with “I am,” so it was important to design a strategy that would reveal if a
person believed the ministry of the church should be geared toward meeting their own
personal needs or affording the opportunity for them to make a presentation (of
themselves) to God. The third research question demanded the blending of two issues
into a single entity. This is the question that this project was ultimately geared to answer.
Can people see consumerism (and the narcissism it produces) in the church and (if so)
has it affected them personally in how they relate to God through the Church?
The focus group provided a platform for open-ended discussion related to the
research questions. The mood and tone of the group discussion was generally upbeat and
seemed as if the participants were relieved to be able to voice more of their opinion(s)
than the questionnaire had allowed. The focus group met in a room used for Bible study
in the church. The room was about fifteen by fifteen feet, so it was a little cramped (even
though the Bible Study group that meets there is about ten to twelve strong. Occasionally,
a participant had to be reined in to keep from dominating the discussion and keep things
on track. With these things in mind here are the findings.

ROONEY 88
Research Question #1: Description of Evidence
The first research question was “What does the word ‘ministry’ mean to the
average churchgoer?” In order to find out what the people taking the questionnaire
thought about ministry (without actually giving away what I was trying to find out) four
questions were utilized. The first was question eleven: “How do people find out about
your church?” Four answers were provided and respondents were asked to “circle any
that apply.” The four answers were: a. church sign, b. newspaper advertisement, c. radio,
and d. word of mouth. Answers a, b, and c are all passive modes of communicating
information about church. All the church member or attendee would do is vote at a
church meeting to spend the money for the sign or advertisement. The fourth response
indicates personal involvement. Paul J. Achtemeier says that a minister is “a person who
serves” (687). This question was designed to determine if the respondents would choose
the one answer that requires personal involvement.
Ministry is either something that churchgoers engage in directly for the benefit of
others or it is something others (church leadership) do for the churchgoer. One hundred
percent of the respondents included “word of mouth” in their answer. Forty percent did,
however, also include a) church sign, leaving a total of sixty percent who selected only
“word of mouth.” The bottom line is that sixty percent were willing to isolate personal
involvement as the preferred means of communicating information about church to nonchurched individuals.
The second question on the questionnaire (twelve) was a “level of measurement”
question. It sought to gauge the level of significance of spiritual and practical reasons for
continuing to attend church. This type of question looks to find out what is of greatest
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significance to the respondents. They were to rank the provided reasons on a scale from
one to five with one being the most important. The five reasons for maintaining an
ongoing relationship with their church were: Location, Atmosphere, Personal ties,
Doctrine, and Worship style. Doctrine and atmosphere relate closest to God. Doctrine
relates to knowing God while atmosphere concerns communing with Him in the local
church setting. Location and personal ties are at the other end of the spectrum relating
more to matters of convenience and tradition. Worship style is in the center and could be
interpreted as leaning either way.
Doctrine was cited by forty-six percent of the respondents as the most important
thing that keeps them going to church. Worship garnered thirty three percent of the most
important responses while personal ties got thirteen percent and location came in at six.
The pie chart below is based only on the respondents’ most important reason for
continuing to go to church. It gives a good visual representation of their priorities. (They
made up nearly half of the local church.)

Rated #1

Doctrine
Worship
Personal ties
Location

ROONEY 90
Figure 4.1 The Numbers of the Draw to Church

However, looking only at the answers that the respondents said were the most
important does not tell the full story. Of particular interest is the way that the respondents
ranked each of responses, beginning with the most important, to the second most
important on down to the least important. That allowed me to discover the mean which is
defined as the average rating given by all respondents.

Below is a table representing a more comprehensive look at the findings of this question.

Table 4.1 The Numbers of The Draw to Church
#

Answer

1

2

3

4

5

Responses Mean

A

Location

1

0

1

3

10

15

4.4

B

Atmosphere 0

3

4

7

1

15

3.4

C

Personal

2

2

4

4

3

15

3.2

7

4

3

1

0

15

1.8

ties
D

Doctrine
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E

Worship

5

6

3

0

1

15

15

15

15

15

15

2.0

style
Total

Collectively, the respondents chose doctrine as the most important reason for continuing
to participate in the life of their church. Worship style was a close second, with personal
ties third, atmosphere fourth and location being the least important reason for faithfulness
to the local church.
Question fifteen was the third question on the survey aimed at understanding the
respondents perception of the direction that ministry is supposed to take. It was the first
question under the section titled “Concerning Matters of Faith.” It was a closed ended
opinion question and it simply asked, “Which statement do you prefer? (circle one).” The
following statements were listed:
a. The church’s primary reason for being is to meet my spiritual needs.
b. The church primarily exists to meet the world’s spiritual needs.
c. The chief purpose of the church is to minister to God.
The value of a closed ended question is that it is direct and requires a decision or a
choice. The three choices were worded in such a way that “the church” seems to be the
chief concern of the statement(s). In reality, each statement posits a direction that the
respondent feels ministry should be aimed: self, the world, or God.
Fifty-three percent of respondents chose c: The church exists to aim persons
toward service to God. Twenty-six percent chose a: The chief function of the church is to
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aim its services at the individual. Twenty percent chose b: The main role of the church is
to serve the world. On a chart the choices look like this:

The Church Exists For:
a. Me
b. The World
c. God

Figure 4.2. The Church Exists For…
The fourth and last questionnaire question that sought to shed light on the
respondents’ view of ministry was question number seventeen. This was an open ended
question that asked “What do you expect to leave church with that you did not bring?”
This was another way of asking “What do you go to church for?” Blank lines were all
that was provided so there were fifteen different answers. Interestingly, forty seven
percent of the answers contained the phrase “better understanding” or the words
“understand” or “knowledge” when communicating what they wanted to leave church
with. Two of the fifteen responses (thirteen percent) contained the word “peace” in it.
The remainder of the responses spoke of “growth,” “more discipling energy,” “a closer
relationship with my Savior,” and “a sense of thanksgiving and awe at God.”
The take-away from a Sunday service of worship reveals what a person went for
in the first place. In the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 7:16) Jesus said, “Are grapes
gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles?” (ESV). The rhetorical question is
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clearly answered “no.” They do not try such a thing because there is no expectation that
they could. He goes on to talk about not expecting a healthy tree to bear anything but
healthy fruit and a diseased tree anything but rotten fruit. What a person takes away from
a service will always be related to what he or she expects to receive. Later, Paul would
declare, “whatever one sows, that will he also reap” (Gal. 6:7). One cannot leave church
with something he or she had not planned on receiving in the first place. This was the
underlying purpose for my question. If you want to know why someone went to church in
the first place (without directly asking them why) then find out what they got from going
or what they hoped to leave with.
This brings me to the focus group. Two of the five questions asked of the group
were designed to shed light on the first research question concerning ministry. While the
first question does not appear to have anything to do with the research question, it did, in
fact, illuminate (to some degree) the participants understanding of ministry. The first
question was “What kind of images or words come to mind when you hear the word
consumer?” Keep in mind the immediate context and setting of the question. We were in
a room usually designated for Bible study in the church. We were meeting following the
morning service of worship. It could be said that we were steeped in tradition and soaked
in the Spirit.
Without any guidance or urging from myself, it was only a matter of moments
before the practice of faith came up. Three comments into the discussion a gentleman
simply said, “We’re what the merchants are after.” He was suggesting the goal of
merchants is to produce something for consumers. Immediately, one woman responded
with “And that could be in religion as well…we consume what they say [preachers] and
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use that to possibly change our minds …” While the participants in the focus group knew
I was engaged in meeting the requirements of a doctoral degree and even that the focus
group itself was to be a part of the dissertation, they did not know either the title of this
dissertation or the subject matter beyond that it was about how people view going to
church. Consequently, I found it rather informative that one participant so quickly turned
a question about what a consumer is generally, toward self-identifying as a religious
consumer.
The point of the question was to discover if churchgoers see themselves in any
way as providers or consumers when it comes to church. Do they see themselves as
bringing something to God (providing) or do they see themselves as takers (consumers)
of what has been provided? Do they embrace both motifs? This harkens back to the
“Theological Foundations” of this project as reported back in the literature review in
Chapter 2. In his book Radical: Taking back Your Faith from the American Dream,
David Platt said that “if ‘God loves me’ is the essence of Christianity then who is the
object of Christianity?” (Platt Radical 70). If that is how a person sees things
theologically, “when I look for a church, I look for the music that best fits me and the
programs that best cater to me and my family. When I make plans for my life and career,
it is about what works best for me and my family…” (70). A person who goes to church
with an expectation that something will be provided is a consumer Christian.
The question concerning thoughts and images that come to mind about the word
consumer was important to the research question because it sought to determine the
mindset of churchgoers as it relates to the orientation of the service aspect of ministry.
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Ministry is outward. Consuming is inward. I wanted to know if any connection to inward
and outward would be made to God/church without any prompting on my part. It did.
The final instrument to gather information regarding the first research question
about ministry was the third focus group question. Here I asked a direct question to
discover if people would make the connection between ministry and consumerism. “Do
you think churchgoers have been conditioned to think of themselves as consumers?”
Very quickly I was prompted for clarification. Asked one woman, “Consumers of
Christianity? Or, consumers of just going to church? What exactly?” I thought this desire
for clarification reflected a recognition of the difference between the more profound
theological consumption (receiving the blessings of understanding God) and the
superficiality of going to church to get something from the experience without giving a
thought to the biblical admonition to present oneself to God for acceptance (2 Tim. 2:15
and Rom. 12:1). Being put on the spot by a perceptive participant I clarified the question
the following way. I said that wherever one was experiencing religious guidance of any
kind whether it was coming from the church pulpit, a book or magazine, or even an
internet web site “do you feel like you are being conditioned to be a consumer of religion
in the same way that you are a consumer of hamburgers and cars, etc.” Note, I wasn’t
asking them if they saw themselves as religious consumers but whether they felt they
were being conditioned to consume in the same way that culture specifically and
intentionally tries to create consumers.
From this focus group question I hoped to find out if participants felt they were
being given the opportunity to minister at church or if they felt the church was simply a
religious version of any secular corporation that simply sees people as potential
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consumers of its product. The parallel implicit question is “Is your church affording you
the opportunity to be a producer?” Without any urging that we know of, Cain and Abel
produced from their fields and flocks and brought something to God. Does the average
churchgoer look at their relationship to the church as a means by which they can bring
something to God or do they look at the church as primarily a source from which to
withdraw to have their own needs met?
At one point in the discussion one gentleman, sensing precisely what I just
alluded to, blurted out “It’s all up to the individual.” He said this following one woman’s
reasoning that being a religious consumer “is the purpose of religion.” There wasn’t
tension in the room but a genuine sense of, “soul searching.” In other words, one person
felt being a religious consumer was what she was supposed to be while another, seeming
to sense that going to church to get something may not be the highest ideal for which to
strive, deflected the comment by suggesting it was up to the individual to ascertain what
they expected from church attendance.
Another woman seemed to be generally wrestling with the discussion. She related
her dilemma many years ago when she and her husband just moved into the area and she
was looking for a church (her husband was a truck driver and gone much of the time).
She said, “I was looking for a place for my family because I had a daughter and my
husband was on the road all the time and I felt like we needed a church to help us along.”
On the one hand, she seemed to concur with the other female participant that the church
existed to meet her family’s needs. Yet on the other hand she seemed a little disturbed by
the understanding of the gentleman that maybe church wasn’t primarily a place to have
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personal needs met. Ultimately, she made a decision and said, “I think I’m a consumer of
Christianity.”
My intention when I designed the first research question was to lay out the
dichotomy of producer/consumer before the participant/churchgoer and see if there would
be any kind of genuine inner conflict. Keep in mind that the first research question was
seeking only to dial in on three words: “What is ministry?” I found out that in the minds
of the respondents and participants, the answer is not as cut and dried as it might seem to
appear.
Research Question #2: Description of Evidence
Research question two asked “Who is the central focus of Christian ministry
today?” I needed to determine the perspective the respondents to the survey and
participants in the focus group had. Do churchgoers believe they are supposed to be the
focus of Christian ministry or do they believe God is? Is the local church organized in
such a way that it reflects an answer to this question? Thirty percent of the questionnaire
was devoted to this research question and forty percent of the focus group questions were
also geared toward gaining clarity about the focus of ministry. All of the questions used
for this part of the project were open ended questions. No answers were provided to put
in the right order or to circle.
The tenth question on the questionnaire was the first to probe for an answer to the
second research question. It read, “In your view, what is Christianity’s brand?” This was
the first question under the heading “Marketing and Church.” Questions four through
nine were grouped under the heading “Concerning Brands”. The ninth question was a yes
or no question that asked if marketing was important to brand recognition. It led into
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question number ten which was the first question under the heading “Marketing and
Church” I wanted to know if brand response is important in the religious realm. If the
churchgoer considered the branding to be important in the religious realm, then would the
brand he or she gave it provide any insight concerning the focus of ministry.
Thirteen percent of respondents did not answer this question. This could indicate
either confusion about the question or disagreement that there is a brand for the Christian
faith. The same percentage (13%) flat out disagreed with the premise of the question that
there is a brand to identify for Christianity. One respondent simply wrote, “It is not a
brand” but followed that with “Knowledge of Scripture.” It is not clear if the respondent
was providing a brand after having said there was no brand or if it was just a comment.
Another respondent was a bit more reflective writing, “I personally do not feel that
Christianity is a brand. Christianity is a chosen way.” Note the original question asked the
respondent to supply a brand for the faith, not determine if the faith was itself a brand.
Again, it seemed to indicate confusion. That means that twenty-six percent of the
respondents believed the question itself was problematic.
Forty-six percent of respondents provided answers that would be difficult to
group together under any rubric. One answer was Christian media, another spoke of the
good done by Christians, while other answers ranged from songs, to humility to
obedience. Seventy-two percent really did not get the gist of the question. Perhaps it was
a poor question but it is significant that the remaining twenty-eight percent were all on
the same page as some part of their written responses contained the word “cross” in the
answer. To say that the “Cross” is Christianity’s brand is to say that the work of Christ on
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the Cross is the most recognizable and marketable facet of the faith. To have that high of
a percentage of respondents use the same word in an open ended question is noteworthy.
I designed question number thirteen on the questionnaire to determine the
churchgoers’ view of who is ministry’s priority. Still under the “Marketing and Church”
heading this question asked, “What advantage(s) does a mega church have that a small
church doesn’t?” The reason for this question was to see if the respondents would answer
with something that would indicate whether they or God are paramount in a church
service. The answers would reveal something about the respondents’ view of what a
Christian ministry is targeting or seeking to accomplish. I wanted to find out if a church’s
purpose or goals are determined by its size.
Twenty-seven percent responded with either “None” or “Don’t know.” Mega
churches have no advantage over small churches or if they do, it is unknown. It could
either mean a lack of interest in the question or it could mean that the respondents
thought through the question and truly could not name an advantage much larger
churches have over small ones since all churches are about exalting Christ and glorifying
God. It is not a stretch to believe the latter since all the remaining respondents answered
in some way with “resources” being the big advantage. With more people there is more
money to provide more programs for the benefit of the congregants. This question
revealed the dichotomy between the perception of those who practice their religion to get
and those who practice their faith with the person of God as the central focus and figure.
Remember, I was trying to find out “who do people think is supposed to be the chief
beneficiary of going to church?” Three fourths of the respondents revealed that church is
about providing programs for themselves.
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Question sixteen was an open ended question. “List the top five reasons you go to
church.” I wanted to know how many (if any) respondents would cite a reason that could
not be construed as a selfish reason for attending church. This question comes right up to
the edge of asking if people go to consume or present something.
One respondent wrote only one reason: “I want to.” Another wrote only “It
makes me feel good.” However sixty percent of respondents had the word “worship” in
the top three reasons for going to church. Forty seven percent said “worship” was the
number one reason for going to church! The rest of the answers were a mishmash of
things like “to learn,” or “fellowship,” or “faith renewal.” One respondent wrote, “To
present myself to God” as the number one reason for attending church. Although I have
utilized 2 Timothy 2:15 repeatedly in this project, I had not mentioned it in the church.
Once, I settled on the purpose of the project and the research questions, I made a point of
staying away from the subject matter in the church. So, if that response is included with
those who cited “worship” as a top three reason for attending church it brings the
percentage up to sixty-six percent of respondents who said one of the main reasons they
attend church is to bring or give something to God.
This is not to trivialize those respondents who gave responses that indicated their
top reason(s) for going to church was a “better understanding” of God’s word or to
understand current issues in the community and world from a Christian perspective. One
respondent wrote “donate to further God’s work” and another “giving back to God” as
their number five reason for attending church. However, the purpose of the question was
to see how many would give a reason that did not directly benefit themselves as their top
reason. That says a lot about who is the focus of Christian ministry.
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Survey question eighteen was meant to shed light on the second research
question. It, too, was an open ended that asked respondents to think of their church
bulletin’s order of worship and using it as a guide, to create a list the “five most important
facets of worship in order of importance with 1 being the most important. The Order of
Worship for this church looks like this:
Processional
Introit
Welcome & Announcements
Call to Worship [Responsive reading]
Hymn of Worship
Affirmation of Faith
Gloria Patri
Prayer Time
Hymn of Preparation
Scripture Reading
Offering/Prayer/Offertory
Doxology
Psalter Reading
The Word Read
Sermon
Hymn of Invitation
Benediction
Recessional
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Thirty-three percent of respondents wrote that “Scripture” or “Reading of Word”
was the most important facet of Sunday morning worship and fifty-three percent included
it in the top two reasons. Think about that for a moment. More than half of the
respondents listed the reading of God’s word as either the most or second most important
facet of worship in the morning service. This important in determining who is the central
focus of Christian ministry today. The passage from Isaiah 55:10-11 helps to answer:
For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return
there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to
the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from
my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that
which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.
The word of God is not just something people come to get. It is something that He wants
returned. Those who place a high value on the word of God may also be stating their
intuitive belief that He is who matters most.
The only other responses that garnered a top one or two value from the
respondents were the sermon, prayer, songs, and the doxology. The doxology could be
included in the same category as the reading of the word of God since it is clearly a
response to God’s goodness and grace. If added, the percentage of those signifying that
the most important aspect of worship is providing something to God rises to sixty
percent.
Questionnaire questions nineteen and twenty will be examined together as both
were open ended questions seeking essentially the same thing only in opposite ways.
Nineteen asked “What excites you most about going to church?” and twenty asked “What
is the most problematic about church?” I wanted to find out if the answers would reflect
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the respondents’ priorities concerning the church attendance. I wanted to know if the
answers would reflect a consumer mentality.
Beginning with nineteen, twenty-six percent of respondents were most excited
about meeting with other churchgoers. The words people, fellowship, and church family,
characterized these responses. Two responses (13%) were most excited about singing.
Twenty-seven percent were excited about the presentation of the word (sermon,
preaching, hearing). Another thirteen percent were most excited about worship. The only
other answer was “Peace of mind and feeling good.”
Question twenty wanted to know what was most problematic about church. By
far, the largest percentage of responses had to do with shrinking attendance (33%). Two
of the respondents said that nothing was problematic about church. The rest of the
responses would not be grouped together. The other responses were “My lack of
knowledge,” “Things that distract us from God…” “Keeping to actual biblical
principles,” “Making decisions in the best interest of our church that might have a
difficult end,” Rules,” “Bureaucracy,” and “outreach.” One person gave no response.
Since both questions were geared toward discovering the same thing but from
different perspectives it would be helpful to look at the combined responses. Only
twenty-three percent (7 out of 30) of the combined responses to both nineteen and twenty
were centered on the respondent’s perceived responsibility to God. In other words, they
were either most excited about God’s word or most distressed by their lack of
understanding it. Either way, the word of God was paramount in their relationship to the
church. That means that seventy-seven percent of the responses indicated an emphasis in
the minds or lives of the responders that focused on something other than God. This is
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important when you remember that the research question was “Who is the focus of
Christian ministry today?”
The last tool used to find answers to research question two was the fourth
question asked during the focus group discussion. This question was, “Do you know of,
or do you see any evidence of the consumer marketing mentality in the American
church?” By this point in the group discussion we had already addressed consumerism
and marketing mentality and strategies and their perspectives on both as churchgoers. I
designed this question to see if there might be any recognition by members of the group
discussion of the purpose for being in church in the first place. If no one saw any
evidence of consumer marketing within the church it suggests that they were unaware of
worldly marketing strategies infiltrating the religious sphere of their lives which might
indicate they were consumers without realizing it. On the other hand, if they did see
evidence, it might spark recognition that consumerism in church must take a back seat to
a self-presentation to God (Rom. 12:1).
The first response to the question was by a female participant who said, “I think
like we’re talking about – they sometimes try to draw people in.” My response was,
“What are you talking about – trying how?” Her response: “I think a lot of churches want
to make it big and shiny and have lots of fun stuff to do.” The conversation continued
about how bigger churches seem to be resorting to methods designed to present the
church as a product for consumption appealing to the side of human nature that wants to
be served. A few comments later on another female participant concurred, “You have to
make it big and shiny” using the first woman’s words and then added, “Exciting.” A
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gentleman finally chimed in, “And they’re putting in basketball courts, swimming pools,
everything.” Woman: “Anything to attract the youth.”
At this point I felt it was established that pretty much everyone in the room was
on board with being able to see that some form of consumer driven marketing had found
a home in many larger churches. Consequently, I interjected, “Now tell me what you
think about it – good, bad, useless, something you want…I want to know what you think
about it.”
The general consensus was that those kind of strategies employed by churches
were merely ploys to entice entry level participation. One gentleman even said, “They
use it as a ploy all the time to get kids.” He was talking about enticements. Enticements
are for consumers. My only regret is that I did not follow up the recognition that
consumerist tactics and strategies had been adopted by many churches with “Is there
something wrong with that?” We were getting pressed for time and I went ahead to the
fifth and final question that I had for the focus group.
The focus group’s discussion helped shed light on the second research question.
One thing that was very clear from this discussion was that many churches had adopted
worldly marketing strategies to attract potential members and the discussion participants
did not like it. I wasn’t sure if they felt it was inappropriate because it worked in bringing
new faces into church for what they might deem as the wrong reason or because it
worked but did not result in an authentic disciple being made.
Either way, the focus group seemed resistant to the idea that blatant consumerist
strategies have a place in authentic church growth. The responses to the question did not
show clearly whom the participants believed to be the focus of Christian ministry, but the
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cumulative answers do suggest that the participants lacked a forthright awareness that
God is or should be the central focus of ministry. The responses exuded a general sense
of dislike or unease about churches using marketing strategies to attract potential
members. Consumer driven marketing strategies may reflect a lack of spirituality as well
as understanding about ministry, but without a cogently explicit reason or alternative
strategy for attracting members it merely shows an intuitive unease rather than a clear
understanding of who should be the focus of Christian ministry.
Research Question #3: Description of Evidence
Research question number three asked, “Have consumerism, marketing strategies,
and moralistic therapeutic deism significantly impacted the average churchgoer’s
understanding of Christian faith and service?” Faith is a gift from God (Eph. 2:8) and
service is ministry directed toward Him (Matt. 25:40). Consumerist marketing strategies
are aimed at convincing people to become consumers for self-benefit. Moralistic
therapeutic deism is essentially the belief “that religion exists to help individuals be and
do what they want…” (Smith and Denton Soul Searching 147-148). Both consumerism
and moralistic therapeutic deism portray a universe with self as the center. Clearly, this is
contrary to biblical theology in general and Christ’s teachings in particular. I wanted to
know if churchgoers were accepting of consumerism and moralistic therapeutic deism
within the church and if so, to what extent. Due to the critical nature of this research
question to this project I designed all questionnaire questions regarding this as closed
ended questions whose answers could be tallied and measured graphically and
statistically, I used the focus group to go with more open ended questions where the
participants could expand on their thoughts.
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Question numbers five to nine were all under the heading “Concerning Brands.”
Question number five asked, “How many hours of television do you watch per week?
(Circle one)” A was Less than five hours; B was about five to ten hours; C was about ten
to twenty hours; and D was more than twenty hours. The purpose of this question was to
see the level of familiarity with the branding process utilized so much on television. In
2015 MarketShare released a study entitled “Evaluating TV Effectiveness in a Changed
Media Landscape” and found that despite all the digital choices consumers have today,
television continues to own “the highest efficiency in achieving KPIs” (key performance
indicators). In other words, television is the most successful medium for presenting and
selling a brand via marketing strategies. A person cannot watch television without being
familiar with the branding process.
Forty-seven percent of respondents chose “B” or five to ten hours of television
per week. Forty percent chose “C” or ten to twenty hours a week and thirteen percent
chose “A” or less than five hours. No one chose “D” or more than twenty hours. Below is
a simple bar graph representing the findings.
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TV Viewing

TV Viewing

Less than 5 hours 5 to 10 hours

10 to 20 hours

More than 20
hours

Figure 4.3. Hours Per Week of TV Viewing

Keep in mind that the average age of the respondents in this survey was 63.3 years and
that it only represents a small town church. I am sure the results would have been much
different if the respondents were teens or millennials. However, if the graying of the
church in America is accurate then these findings might be more typical of the American
churchgoer than would initially seem. One study conducted by Duke University found
that thirty percent of American church attendees were over 60 while only twenty percent
were under the age of 35 (Atcong 9).
The point is that the vast majority of respondents said that they spend between
five and twenty hours per week watching television. They know what a sales pitch is and
are familiar with marketing strategies.
Question number six asked respondents to identify how committed they are to
brands. I provided examples: “Ford vs. Chevrolet, iPhone vs. Android, McDonalds vs.
Burger King. They were to relate their level of commitment to brands on a one to five
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scale with one being “very committed. I asked this question to see if respondents were
aware that television marketing strategies were seeking to make them brand conscious
and loyal. In other words, I wanted to know if people are being affected by consumer
driven marketing strategies and either embraced the idea or rejected it.
Only one person did not provide a response so only fourteen of the respondents
participated in the question. No one chose “one” or that they were very committed to
brands. Fourteen percent chose the number two which would indicate they are committed
to brands. Twenty-nine percent chose to write in “three” indicating they were lukewarm
in their commitment to brands. Twenty-nine percent chose “four” and twenty-nine
percent chose “five” to describe their lack of commitment.
The bottom line is that nearly sixty percent of respondents said they were not very
committed to brands. This may mean that marketing strategies are not working on them,
but given the facts of the aforementioned study by MarketShare, it is more likely that
respondents are unaware of the effect of marketing strategies or simply do not want to
admit they have been swept up by them.
Question number seven asked, “Do you find television commercials… (circle
one).” The choices were: a. Irritating b. Funny c. Informative or d. A necessary evil. This
question was designed to get closer to the issue of marketing for consumerist reasons in
the lives of the respondents. Everyone knows that commercials are enticements to buy.
Whether it is a public service announcement or a food or automobile commercial, they
are all trying to transform viewers into consumers. Here is how the respondents viewed
such outward and blatant attempts to turn them into consumers.
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Response “d” was the most popular response. Forty-seven percent believed that
blatant marketing is “A necessary evil.” I chose the words carefully since I believe this to
be important. A large percentage of churchgoers were willing to say that marketing
strategies, though they may be distasteful and even downright bad (evil) are necessary.
This is important enough to bring up later in this project. Twenty-seven percent found
commercials irritating, thirteen percent found them to be funny and thirteen percent
found them to be informative.
Question number eight asked “Which of the following is most important when
about to make a major purchase (circle one).” The choices were a. Brand, b. Cost, c.
Need, or d. Prayer. I realized I was asking a group of churchgoers and wanted to know if
the fourth choice, prayer, would throw them off in making a response. The purpose of
this question was to ascertain what the driving force for decision making might be when
making a major purchase. What do people consider when deciding to spend a lot of
money (making an investment).
No one said Brand played a major role in making these decisions. Only one
respondent cited Cost (six percent). Only thirteen percent chose Prayer. The
overwhelming majority (eighty percent) chose c or Need. Respondents said that people
make decisions about spending big on the basis of need alone. They do what they have to
do. I believe this points to a lack of awareness that there may very well be a consumerist
mentality driven by marketing in the local church(es) and could be a justification for
large churches to create enticements for membership drives. The “need” for new
members provides justification for the methodology.
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Question number nine was a simple and straightforward “yes” or “no” response to
the following question: “Do you think marketing is important to brand recognition?” In a
landslide eighty-seven percent said “yes” to thirteen percent “no.” In the previous
question none of the respondents said that brand was the most important consideration
when making a major purchase. Branding is not important but marketing is important to
brand recognition. Marketing must have a tremendous subliminal impact on people if
they think it is vital to brand recognition while at the same time minimizing the impact of
branding on their financial decisions. This could indicate selective blindness when it
comes to the consumer driven marketing mentality that has taken root in so many
churches. Churchgoers know it is true and present but do not want to acknowledge it. In
Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture, Vincent
Miller says, “We accept the values of the culture around us, even if we refuse to admit
the fact” (17).
Question number fourteen was included under the heading “Marketing &
Church,” but I purposely put it on a different page of the questionnaire and removed from
the questions just covered above by five questions. It was closely related to questions
five through nine, but I was hoping that with a little time and reflection having passed it
would not be so easily recognized as the obvious destination of questions five to nine. It
asked respondents to circle one of three choices as their response to the question fourteen
“Do you believe there is a producer/consumer relationship at church?” Choices offered
were “Yes,” “No,” and “Not Sure.”
Thirty three percent said “Yes,” there is a producer/consumer relationship at
church. Twenty seven percent said “No,” and forty percent were “Not Sure.” That the
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largest percentage of respondents were unable to discern if a producer/consumer
relationship existed at church is significant.
I used two of the focus group questions to help answer the third research question.
The second focus group question asked “What do you think of when you hear marketing
strategies?” The questionnaire did not ask the respondents about marketing strategies, and
so the purpose of the open ended question that I asked the focus group was to discover
what they knew about marketing strategies. The first response was by a female
participant who said that when it came to marketing strategies she thinks of “How you
get me to spend my money.” One gentleman quickly chimed in “it’s them selling their
products” to which a female participant said “It’s a game.” Clearly, marketing strategies
seemed easily recognizable from a secular or worldly perspective.
From there the conversation started to drift into how churches use marketing
strategies on Facebook and through blogs on the internet. There seemed to be a general
feeling of disdain among participants about churches utilizing marketing strategies to
reach out to the unchurched. At this point, just to test the waters, I asked if it would “be
fair to say that…the Great Commission is a marketing strategy?” One woman looked at
me almost with a relieved look and responded “I think so. Spread the word. Spread the
Gospel.” Another woman quickly chimed in about how social media can help spread the
word about the local church and that is a good thing.
At this point I decided to delve into the possible crossover between the secular
and the religious. I asked if churches should use worldly marketing strategies. The first
response was not a “yes” or “no” but “They do it on TV a lot.” She was referring to
religious programming on television. To which another woman responded “It’s a tough
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question.” One of the two gentlemen finally interjected what I consider to be an
important observation: “Well, with the decline of the church – it might not be a bad idea
to have one” [marketing strategy]. From there the conversation drifted about truthfulness
in advertising and it seemed we had pretty much gotten all the fresh and new insights
about the question we were going to get.
My take on the conversation was that churchgoers felt that worldly marketing
strategies were distasteful but at this point, in the waning of the church, might be
necessary. In other words, the church might need to adopt consumerist marketing
strategies if it was to survive to ongoing decline in attendance.
The final question directed to the focus group was also the last attempt to shed
light on the third research question. I began by explaining the concept of moralistic
therapeutic deism as introduced in the book Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual
Lives of American Teenagers by Christian Smith and Melinda Denton. As the authors
describe on page 165 of the book “God is something like a combination Divine Butler
and Cosmic Therapist; he is always on call, takes care of any problems that arise,
professionally helps his people to feel better about themselves, and does not become too
personally involved in the process.” I went on to say that moralistic therapeutic deism
posits that America’s youth is gripped not by a personal relationship with Jesus Christ but
this kind of moralistic religion that basically is go-along-to-get-along in nature. I then
asked, “Do you think that accurately describes what many, or at least some, in church
believe?”
Moralistic therapeutic deism is a religion of convenience portraying a “god” of
accommodation that seems to be a natural match with consumer driven marketing

ROONEY 114
strategies that find their way into church. I asked this question to see if participants in the
focus group discussion could recognize its presence either in their own local church or
the church at large in the culture. It did not take long to get my answer.
The first response was from a woman whose daughter attends a large United
Methodist church, “For one thing I can see it in my daughter and it scares me.” She went
on to speak of how she and her daughter had had previous discussions about whether
“nice” people are necessarily “saved” people. Apparently, from the mother’s perspective,
the daughter had embraced moralistic therapeutic deism. The mother went on to share
some of the back and forth that took place about the subject.
One of the gentlemen in the room was next to chime in. “I think it’s in about
every church. Because there’s no telling the times I’ve heard somebody say, ‘he’s a good
man.’ It’s not whether he’s saved or not, it whether he’s good. And, ‘how can he not be
fit to enter heaven?’ even though he’s never acknowledged Jesus…but ‘he’s good…’” I
noted that we were not talking about teens and I was struck by this discussion because it
was quite personal. I was expecting that there might be a measure of recognition of it
elsewhere. But to have one person readily point to a family member and another recount
discussions in the local church about goodness without grace was a bit of a surprise.
At one point, another participant said “it’s kind of setting us up to agree with and
go along with things that we know the Bible speaks against…but we are becoming so
acceptant of.” There was a smattering of other comments along these lines like, “We’ve
got to get back to the Bible” and “we can’t let this marketing go on and this ploy to [have
us believe] everything is acceptable and suck us in.”
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What seemed very clear to me was that even though the phrase “moralistic
therapeutic deism” had been unfamiliar to the participants in the focus group, what it
describes was all too familiar.
Summary of Major Findings
The sense I got from the study participants was a dim recognition of the biblical
foundation section of the literature review in chapter two. They were certainly not averse
or overtly critical or hostile to any of the questionnaire questions or focus group questions
that referred to the believer’s responsibility to not stand before God “empty-handed”
(Exod. 23:15). It was almost like a family gathering where after a big meal people begin
reminiscing about childhood and old memories are brought to the forefront. People
looked, spoke, and acted as if they were remembering what the Bible says about bringing
the first fruits of the harvest to God as an act of worship. Even the participants in this
study who were from a small church in a rural setting in the rolling hills of northeast
Mississippi recognized that consumer driven marketing strategies that are driving secular
society are coming into the church
The purpose of this project was to determine if a small church’s congregation
could recognize both the existence and impact of consumerist marketing strategies in
their midst and either agree or disagree that some form of moralistic therapeutic deism
existed among them. In a general sense this project confirmed both. The findings listed
below demonstrate that statement.
1. People are unclear about the direction of ministry. In today’s parlance, ministry is
usually only used to describe one of two situations. Either it describes the
ecclesiastical vocation known for clergy (“I’m going into the ministry”) or it
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describes an outreach program aimed at a specific group (“Our church is starting a
homeless ministry”). However, the link between the two is that both are
considered to be beneficial to others. When you begin to bring up biblical
situations and texts which suggest that ministry is first and foremost to be directed
at God, people nod their heads in slow affirmation as if it makes sense but is not
the story they have been told. Seventy-five percent of the questionnaire
respondents listed either doctrine or worship as the most important reason for
continuing to come to church. Doctrine reveals God and worship celebrates Him.
Fifty-three percent said the church’s primary reason for being was to minister to
God. Yet at the same time project participants had little trouble identifying
programming aimed at parishioners as vital to attendance and therefore
preeminent in perception. The direction of biblical ministry was somewhat up in
the air.
2. There was a very clear sense of discomfort bordering on disdain when worldly
consumer marketing strategies were recognized as either already present in the
church or impending. While it was not surprising that congregants of a rural
Mississippi church were not really thrilled about worldly marketing strategies to
sell cars or the services of a lawyer, they did recognize the value of branding in
the marketplace and yet were hard pressed to identify any branding within
Christianity. In other words, most could begrudgingly see the value of marketing
outside the church but really could not identify why it was out of place in the
church. There was a failure to make the connection between the Great
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Commission and marketing strategies where Christ is lifted up and set forth as the
product to meet the needs of the consumer.
3. Churchgoers are being conditioned to be oriented around the self and have
accepted consumerism. A major goal of this project was to see if the incessant
onslaught of consumer driven marketing strategies was having any impact on the
religious practices and theological beliefs of a small congregation of churchgoers.
This study has shown that consumerism which exalts the self has helped confuse
some of today’s American Christians about who is supposed to be the central
focus of ministry. The Bible does not shy away at all from the responsibility
towards the neighbor. Neither does it minimize the role of God when it comes to
the ecclesiastical realm. Ministry can be directed toward God and neighbor but
Godward is to be its primary direction. Churchgoers are not clear on this.
4. Moralistic therapeutic deism is not a phenomenon only indigenous to teens. While
the book Soul Searching may have been the fruit of a study on the American
teenager, when explained to the participants in this project, almost all agreed that
it is in the American church and has extended itself far beyond one particular age
group. Study participants intimated both in off-the-record conversations and in the
focus group discussion that the problem of moralistic therapeutic deism exists
among clergy circles which explains some of the confusion that the project
participants expressed.
5. Congregational confusion concerning the direction and priority of ministry can be
remedied. The idea of going to church to present oneself to God was well
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received and even dimly remembered. As the focus group wound down, one
participant’s reflection of the discussion was “We’ve got to get back to the Bible.”
Review of the Chapter
I began this chapter by explaining why I chose the research questions and how I
designed the instruments to gather the information needed to answer the questions. I then
explained the reason I asked each question included in the questionnaire. After that I
discussed the results that each question revealed. I did the same for each focus group
question related to the particular research question.
The first research question was “What is ministry?” The eleventh question on the
questionnaire asked how people spread the word about the church they attended. All of
the respondents included “word of mouth” in their answer. The purpose of the question
was to see if people had a sense of personal responsibility when it came to sharing about
their church. The twelfth survey question asked the five most important reasons for going
to church. It was a level of measurement question. I found that seventy-five percent
believed either doctrine or worship was the most important reason for going to church.
The fifteenth question was the third survey question designed to define ministry. I asked
a very direct question: “Which statement do you prefer?” A majority of fifty-three
percent preferred the statement “The chief purpose of the church is to minister to God”
over the other choices of ministry to self or ministry to the world. Question number
seventeen was the final survey question. I wanted to find out what reason people would
give for going to church in the first place. Forty-seven percent of the answers to this open
ended question contained some form of the word “understand” or “knowledge.” That led
me to the focus group. Two of the five focus group questions were geared to
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understanding what ministry is. First, I asked the focus group for a description of a
consumer. I wanted to know if churchgoers identified in any way as consumers. Did they
view church as being there to meet their needs? Finally, I asked if churchgoers felt they
had been or were being conditioned by secular marketing strategies to view themselves as
primarily consumers even when going to church. The participants displayed a measure of
discomfort and even disagreement about this but I concluded they recognized that it was
so but shouldn’t be.
The second research question sought to discover from the project participants just
who is the central focus of Christian ministry. Beginning with the tenth survey question I
wanted to know if participants could perceive a brand for Christianity in the midst of a
society infatuated with branding. Twenty-eight percent identified the Cross as being the
proper answer to Christianity’s brand. Survey question number thirteen asked what
advantages mega churches have over smaller churches and twenty seven percent either
didn’t know or responded “none.” This indicated a significant awareness that all churches
are to provide the same opportunity to come before God in an attitude of worship. Survey
question number sixteen was an open ended question that asked respondents to list their
top five reasons for going to church. Though the answers varied I found that sixty-six
percent included an answer that either mentioned or implied bringing something to God.
Survey question number 18 asked respondents to consider their church bulletin’s order of
worship and list the five most important facets of the worship service. Thirty-three
percent believed “Scripture” or “reading of the Word” to be the most important facet of
worship. Questions nineteen and twenty were open ended questions seeking to discover
what excited respondents the most about church and what they found most problematic.
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Most were excited about either the Word of God or fellowship with other believers while
a majority of responses concerning what was problematic centered on shrinking
attendance. The last tool used to help answer the second research question was the fourth
question discussed in the focus group which asked if participants could see evidence of
the consumer marketing mentality in the church. A lively discussion ensued wherein the
group agreed that consumer marketing strategies were, in fact, being utilized in some
churches to entice potential members into the fold. The group reached a general
consensus that churches should not stoop to such advertising ploys but they said little
about why it is distasteful. There was a general sense of unease about using consumer
marketing strategies in the church.
Results from the third research question were examined next. The question was
“Have consumerism, marketing strategies, and moralistic therapeutic deism significantly
impacted the average churchgoer’s understanding of Christian faith and service?”
Questionnaire numbers five through nine concerned branding. I found out an
overwhelming majority of the respondents watched between five and twenty hours of
television per week. The sixth question wanted to know how committed respondents are
to brands. Fifty-eight percent said they were either lukewarm about brands or
noncommittal to them. Question number seven asked about television commercials and
forty seven percent called them a “necessary evil.” The eighth question asked about the
driving force behind making major purchases and eighty percent cited need as the
primary driving force behind major purchases. Question number nine was a closed ended
yes or no question: “Do you think marketing is important to brand recognition?” Eightyseven percent answered “Yes.” The fourteenth question asked respondents if they
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believed that some kind of producer/consumer relationship existed at church. Twentythree percent said “Yes,” while twenty-seven percent answered “No.” Forty percent, the
largest number, were not sure. That ended the questionnaire instruments and left me with
the final two focus group questions. First, I inquired about what the participants thought
of when asked about marketing strategies. Their early responses had to do with “ploys”
and attempts to get them to buy something. However when asked if they could envision
the Great Commission as a marketing strategy the answer was yes. After further
discussion the consensus was that while marketing strategies were considered a
distasteful necessity, they could be utilized in the church. The last question began with a
short explanation of moralistic therapeutic deism. I asked if they could see evidence of it
in church. The answer was yes.
The chapter concluded with a summary of the major findings of the project. They
are listed below:
1. People are unclear about the direction of ministry
2. There was a very clear sense of discomfort bordering on disdain when worldly
consumer marketing strategies were recognized as either already present in the
church or impending.
3. Churchgoers are being conditioned to be oriented around the self and have
accepted consumerism.
4. Moralistic therapeutic deism is not just a phenomenon indigenous to America’s
teens.
Congregational confusion concerning the direction and priority of ministry can be
easily remedied.
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CHAPTER 5
LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
The Problem Restated
Beyond the call to acknowledge Jesus Christ as Savior, people are unclear as to
what the priorities are when attending church. When I accepted Christ in my early
twenties, I was awash in admiration for Him, overwhelmed by the Father’s grace and
mercy, and was nothing but appreciative for the Spirit’s presence and guidance. I was not
aware that there was any other reason to go to church than to show my appreciation to
Him and my fellow parishioners for all that God had done for me and everyone else
(Mark 5:19). Then, after only a year I responded to the call to the ministry. As a young
student pastor, I soon became aware that a lot of people in church believed that they were
rightly the center and focus of attention and ministry. Not having grown up in the church,
I was totally unprepared for that kind of thinking and the behavior it often produced.
This dissertation reflects the fruit of my journey to find out why people seem to
believe the church exists to meet their needs before responding to the goodness and
mercy of God. As a minister, I found Stephen Seamands’ words struck a chord of
recognition when he wrote, “Unfortunately for many of us today, the church and the
world, not the Father, are setting our agenda in ministry. Instead of being directed
primarily to the Father for the sake of the church and the world, our ministry is directed
primarily to the church and the world…” (Seamands Kindle Loc. 201).

ROONEY 123
The Purpose Restated
The purpose of this project was twofold. First, I wanted to discover if God or the
churchgoer was the object of Christian ministry in the local church. I also wanted to see if
a small group of United Methodist churchgoers had been affected by consumer driven
marketing schemes which are so prevalent in society. Underlying both of those goals was
the necessity of exploring and explaining moralistic therapeutic deism to the participants
of this study.
Purpose Statement: The purpose of this project is to determine if a small group of
Methodist Christians in northeast Mississippi recognize the impact of
consumerism/marketing in their small membership church and to see if they would agree
or disagree that some form of moralistic therapeutic deism (when explained to them)
exists in their church and/or community. The findings of this project indicate a broad
measure of uncertainty concerning the first two research questions and an uncomfortable
recognition of both the third research question and the purpose statement of the project.
Major Findings
The research questions used for this project and its statement of purpose were as
follows:
Research Questions:
1. What does the word “ministry” mean to the average churchgoer?
2. Who is the central focus of Christian ministry today?
3. Have consumerism, marketing strategies, and moralistic therapeutic deism
significantly impacted the average churchgoer’s understanding of Christian faith
and service?
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First Finding: People Are Unclear About the Direction of Ministry
“Ministry” is one of those words given a great deal of latitude. For instance,
ministry is a word used to describe the vocation of the clergy. It is also used to describe
benevolent programs usually within the context of church. And in some cases the word is
used to describe a governmental department. The concept of service and/or duties ties
together the different usage of the word. Ministry is about doing something. In the
Christian Church, however, it is not at all clear who should be doing what to whom.
I found that the churchgoers of a small membership rural church generally believe
that “ministry” is Christian service aimed at either or both themselves and the world.
Generations of churchgoers have been systematically conditioned to think of ministry as
what God and His servants are supposed to do for them and their neighbors. Prior to this
project I cannot say that my own thoughts on the word “ministry” were much different
from the small church congregants who participated. Although it was my own sense of
unease about it that prompted me to seek for some answers, over the course of three
decades I continued thinking something was amiss as over and over again parishioners
would say they were leaving one church to go to another because the other one had more
people, better programs, and/or more youth activities or Sunday school classes. The
message was continually, “I am a consumer and naturally I will gravitate towards that
which gives me the most bang for the buck.”
This project forced a great deal of study and research. As it was ongoing (during
the formation of Chapter Two specifically as I researched the biblical record) I was quite
astonished to see that while ministry is indeed a duty and a service to others, it is only
secondary to the primary obligation to serve and present the self to God. The words of
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Christ rang out: “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33).
Going through the questionnaire responses it was easy to see the conflict as fifty-three
percent of respondents believed “The chief purpose of the church is to minister to God”
while at the same time forty-seven percent said they expected to leave each Sunday
service with more knowledge and understanding about scripture. It was also evident that
there was a real inner struggle during the focus group when asked if they were aware of
any consumerist marketing strategies within the church. They were readily identifiable to
the participants but there was a sense of unease as to why they were unacceptable.
After respondents and participants concluded their part in the project it was clear
that there were unanswered questions and loose ends for them. Teaching and preaching
in their formative years on tithing, stewardship, and sacrifice had been inadequate.
Ministry had always been viewed as something received from the pastor and church
rather than something presented to God as an act of spiritual worship.
In addition to my personal observations, the literature review confirmed the first
finding. For instance, David Platt writes of “settling for a Christianity that revolves
around catering to ourselves…” (Radical 7). That means adopting an understanding of
ministry wherein service is aimed towards ourselves instead of Godward. Platt later went
on to suggest that “We are, by nature, receivers. Even if we have a desire to learn God’s
Word, we still listen from a default self-centered mind-set that is always asking, What
can I get out of this? But as we have seen, this is unbiblical Christianity” (Platt Radical
102). This reflects the inward sinful bent toward an understanding of ministry being
chiefly directed at the congregant. However, as previously alluded to, those congregants
who participated in this project seemed very open to an understanding of ministry where
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their own interests and desires become secondary to ministering first to God. The
confusion is very real when after a lifetime of thinking that parishioners are entitled to
ministry they are confronted with the biblical reality.
Furthermore, books such as Worship, Community and the Triune God of Grace by
James B. Torrance and Stephen Seamands’ Ministry in the Image of God: The Trinitarian
Shape of Christian Service which are calling the body of Christ to return to a biblical
understanding and practice of ministry underline the reality that great confusion exists in
both the pew and pulpit about the direction of ministry. The connectedness of misdirected
ministry to the narcissism that results from accommodating consumerist marketing
strategies is almost undeniable. So too, is the confusion it causes the churchgoer. The
literature review only lends credence to this claim.
Finally, the biblical/theological framework supports the claim that ministry must
be first directed toward God. Whether we refer to Exodus 23:15, Romans 12:1, or 2
Timothy 2:15 (to name only a few passages) we find exhortations to come before
God…with something. In his exposition of Romans 12:1-2, D. Edmond Hiebert, writing
for the theological journal Bibliotheca Sacra, published by Dallas Theological Seminary,
notes “the abiding challenge to believers to present themselves unreservedly to Him”
(313). He also writes, “A body fully yielded to God is essential if believers are to make a
spiritual impact on the world” (315). This yieldedness to God in the act of selfpresentation points to the priority of aiming ministry first toward Him.
The biblical record clearly shows that when sin distracts a person, he or she
typically responds by confusing the direction of ministry. This is precisely what led to the
fall and degradation of Lucifer to Satan: misdirecting ministry that belongs first and
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foremost to God. While evil intent is surely not the reason for most churchgoers’
misdirection of ministry, it is harmful nonetheless. The subsequent confusion in the local
church was a direct result of a desire to be pleasing to God relating to a mindset that is
not.
Second Finding: Parishioners Are Uncomfortable When They Recognize Some
Evangelism Techniques Are Religious Versions of Worldly Marketing Strategies
This was not something I was looking to uncover. The purpose of this project was
to see if parishioners would or could recognize the impact of consumer driven marketing
in their religious lives and see if there might be a correlation to moralistic therapeutic
deism. I was not looking to see if marketing strategies that had worked their way into
church growth planning were viewed positively or negatively.
Question number fourteen in the questionnaire asked if respondents believed a
producer/consumer relationship exists in the church. Thirty-three percent believe it does.
At one point in the focus group one participant noted “it’s turned the church into a
profitable organization in some cases.” There was a general sense of dissatisfaction and
disdain at the plausibility of that comment. I found that churchgoers really do not know
what to make of ploys, gimmicks and commercials aimed at enticing others into the
church (especially youth). On the one hand they hear stories of large churches growing
larger through marketing techniques and find it easy to believe the end justifies the
means. On the other hand they sense a profaning of the holy and are dismayed by it.
When churchgoers understand that the direction of ministry is a theological issue,
they desire to accomplish it but not at any cost. At one point during the focus group
meeting one female acknowledged “They do it on TV a lot. The religious programs –
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they certainly want you to support them.” A gentleman responded “Well with the decline
of the church–it might not be a bad idea to have one” [marketing strategy]. There was
obviously a sense of inner conflict present. Televangelists do it. The church is in decline.
Maybe we should. Yet there were issues of truthfulness and integrity. The rejuvenation of
the American church cannot come at the cost of Christian integrity.
The material in the literature review did, in fact, hint at this. For instance, in Lead
Us Into Temptation: The Triumph of American Materialism, James Twitchell noted
“Modern consumerism is therefore not a replacement of religion but a continuation, a
secularizing, of a struggle for order” (75). It sounds like he is talking about the evolution
or transformation of religion by means of materialism/consumerism. In Brand Jesus:
Christianity in a Consumerist Age, Tyler Wigg Stevenson says, “Simply put, for the vast
majority of American churches, becoming a Christian is as painless as adding a new
brand to the repertoire that already forms your identity” (117-18). The participants in this
project indicated this had become a distressing reality in the church.
From a biblical and theological perspective the discomfort of the churchgoers was
refreshing. Neither Jesus nor the Apostles compromised the message of God’s kingdom
or salvation in order to be more palatable to a greater number of potential disciples. The
enticement to become disciples offers little in the way of creature comforts during this
life. It is completely at odds with a consumerist ideology aimed at giving people what
they want in order to make life easier. Something C.S. Lewis once said makes perfect
sense here. In a paper he wrote and delivered to an assembly of Anglican priests and
youth pastors in 1945 he admonished:
Our business is to present that which is timeless (the same yesterday,
today, and tomorrow) in the particular language of our own age. The bad
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preacher does exactly the opposite: he takes the ideas of our own age and
tricks them out in the traditional language of Christianity. (93)
Today’s churchgoer has a reason to feel uncomfortable when Christian leadership adopts
consumerist marketing strategies intended to feed the latent narcissism within us all while
simply “tricking it out” in the language of faith.
Third Finding: Churchgoers Are Being Conditioned to Be Narcissistic and
Accepting of Consumerism
I suspected that this was the case as I entered into this project. Blatant narcissism
in the pew continually confronted me over the course of my three decades in the
pastorate. That such a major tenet of the Gospel message as self-denial as demonstrated
in a willingness to embrace and carry the cross of Christ (Matt. 10:38; 16:24; Mark 8:34;
Luke 9:23; 14:27) seemed so foreign to so many churchgoers was difficult to fathom.
Parishioners constantly left one church for another in search of greener pastures.
Yet, it is not really all that surprising. Culture has shaped and transformed the
American church for decades. Whether it is divorce, abortion, sexuality, or progressivism
in its many forms, the church has sought to accommodate cultural transitions in an
attempt to maintain a sense of relevance and counteract the obvious decline in
membership. Churchgoers have been enamored by materialism touted so effectively by
culture and now define success by the accumulation of things. There was no internal
switch to turn off as they parked in the church parking lot and walked into the sanctuary.
Rather, they began to expect the same thing in church that they were getting from every
form of media every day. Marketing strategies aimed at convincing them that they
deserved better and more than what they already had. Parishioners have come to expect
the same thing from their churches that they have been getting from automobile
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commercials, a sales pitch convincing them about what they deserve. They do not want to
hear about self-denial, putting the good of others before self, and expecting persecution
for faithfulness to Christ. They ask “What do I get for my weekly contribution?”
The literature review confirmed my suspicions. Christians are people and people
are targets of consumer driven marketing strategies. For instance, Colleen McDannell
notes in Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America, she notes: “The
assumption that true Christian sentiments can, must be, set apart from the profane cannot
be upheld when we look at how people use material culture in their religious lives” (6).
Again, there is no “On/Off” switch just for church.
In The Divine Commodity: Discovering a Faith Beyond Consumer Christianity
Skye Jethani takes it a step further. He writes,
Paralleling the corporate shift away from manufacturing goods to
manufacturing brands, Christianity in North America has drifted from a
faith of substance to a faith of perception. Consider how people select a
church. Two generations ago when denominational loyalty was high, a
church was chosen primarily based on the doctrinal beliefs it espoused.
Today, the music style used in worship is the issue of paramount
importance when choosing a church…Like Virgin, Nike, and Starbucks,
the church has learned that success in a consumer culture has more to do
with the packaging than the product. It’s more about the sizzle than the
steak. (55)
The phrase “the church has learned” is of paramount importance here. It suggests that
church leaders have decided to look to corporate America instead of the Bible for the
solution to its decline in membership. Consequently, the conditioning is no longer limited
to the profane secular world/realm. The conditioning has been adopted even within the
sacred veil of the Christian sanctuary.
Vincent J. Miller’s Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a
Consumer Culture, further confirmed my finding:
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As people were being trained to find fulfillment in consumption, they were
also, in effect, being trained to bring the habits and dispositions of the
realm of consumption to more traditional sources of meaning, including
religion…In this culture, religion, like other commodities, serves to fill in
the identity of the consumer. It can do this only insofar as it confirms the
fundamental form of the self as consumer. (88)
Read that last sentence again. My finding was that some churchgoers are being oriented
around the self rather than God and His Kingdom and that the self is fundamentally
consumeristic. Only pluralism represents more of a challenge than accommodating
consumerism in the church.
Biblically and theologically, this finding makes perfect sense. Narcissism
originates in Satan: “Your heart was proud because of your beauty…I cast you to the
ground” (Ezek. 28:17). “You said in your heart ‘I will ascend to heaven; above the stars
of God I will set my throne on high; I will sit on the mount of assembly…I will ascend
above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High’” (Isa. 14:13-14).
We all live in a fallen world that has yet to be restored. Sin abounds not only because it is
the will of the Enemy of God but because he also wishes to impose his character on the
earth in general and the Church in particular. Narcissism is the belief that everything is
about me (or at least should be).
Consumerist marketing strategies generally work well because original sin
essentially programmed humanity to look and turn inward. The Christian who attends
church struggles with Paul’s exhortation to “in humility count others more significant
than yourselves” (Phil. 2:3). He or she goes home listening to the radio which between
songs or programs tells him or her what he or she ought to have and then goes into the
living room to watch a Sunday afternoon of ball games where, again, he or she is
bombarded with messages suggesting what kind of food successful people eat; what kind
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of home he or she should be living in and what kind of vehicle he or she should be
driving (courtesy all the insurance commercials), and how much money (that he or she
doesn’t have) he or she should be investing in these things.
Christianity is a way of life but so, too, is narcissism. Narcissism appeals to the
fleshly and carnal nature of the individual seeking satisfaction only for the moment.
Christianity seeks to affect a far greater scope of the person both in the here and now and
looking beyond into the eternal realm. The framework of consumer driven marketing is
perfectly designed to magnify and exalt narcissism. Consequently, it is an ongoing and
never-ending battle for some churchgoers to hold fast to looking beyond the comforts and
accommodations of this world in the face of incessant media advertising telling them to
do just that.
Fourth Finding: Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is Not Just a Phenomenon
Indigenous Solely to America’s Teens
It is not likely that anyone who is familiar with moralistic therapeutic deism, a
phrase coined by authors Christian Smith and Melinda Denton in their book Soul
Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers, thinks it is a
phenomenon constrained only to America’s youth. While I was not overtly familiar with
either the book or the academic/scientific name ascribed by the authors to the belief
system prior to entering the doctoral program at Asbury Theological Seminary, I was
certainly acquainted with its reality in my decades-long practice of ministry.
As a matter of fact, it would not be an overstatement to say that it was the
unknown factor that piqued my interest and started me so many years ago down a
pathway that ultimately led to this project. The retired sheriff I described in the first
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chapter was assuredly displaying the characteristics of moralistic therapeutic deism. The
parishioner who told me that he didn’t appreciate my sermon series on original sin and
the doctrine of repentance because he believed church should be a place where people are
made happy, was most definitely a proponent of moralistic therapeutic deism whether he
(or I for that matter) realized it or not. While I understand the research Smith and Denton
engaged in was aimed at American teens, I would suggest that teenagers reflected their
parents’ thoughts and values when responding to the researchers.
As I began to delve into the particulars of this project I had many “Aha!”
moments, especially as I learned of moralistic therapeutic deism. For many years in
ministry I simply could not understand how the perfect and holy God revealed in the
Christian Bible was so often transliterated into “the man upstairs” or “the big guy” by
people who had gone to church for so long. Never could I imagine such euphemisms
being used by Moses when speaking of the burning bush encounter with God or Peter,
James, and John speaking so glibly about Christ as they walked down from the Mount of
Transfiguration. Yet it was/is routine with so many churchgoers.
As I studied books like Soul Searching by Smith and Denton and You Lost Me:
Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church…and Rethinking Faith by David Kinnaman, I
began to see that this practice of making that which is holy into something ordinary or
common is right in line with moralistic therapeutic deism. Furthermore, as I dove into
literature describing and detailing the modern narcissist it seemed as though I had found
the fuel for the engine of moralistic therapeutic deism and how it relates to religion. In
Disarming the Narcissist: Surviving & Thriving with the Self-Absorbed, Wendy Behary
notes “these morally self-righteous martyrs are forever pointing out the ‘right’ and
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‘wrong’ way of living in the world. They are forever differentiating themselves from
‘prejudiced people’ and those who are ‘selfish and lazy’” (28). It is little wonder, then,
that in the process of asserting themselves they must also diminish the righteousness and
holiness of God.
In The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitlement by Twenge and
Campbell, make clear the synthetization of moralistic therapeutic deism and
consumerism:
Originally, religions could enforce narcissism-reducing practices because
they didn’t have to compete for adherents: if you were born into a religion,
you usually stayed. Now, however, people can select the religion that
works for them – often the one that offers the most benefits with the least
pain. To compete, religions have to give people what they want. Because
reducing narcissism is not always pleasant, most people are not going to
attend churches that demand humility. (246)
A clear relationship exists between the explosion of consumer driven marketing aimed at
feeding our narcissistic tendencies and the rise of moralistic therapeutic deism, and I
would submit that the belief that God is a cross between a “Divine Butler and Cosmic
Therapist” (Twenge 165) is certainly not limited to America’s teens.
From a biblical perspective, the first thing that comes to mind is Paul’s warning to
his young protégé Timothy. Immediately after telling Timothy to be prepared to both
propagate and defend the Gospel of Christ he warned “For the time is coming when
people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for
themselves teachers to suit their own passions” (2 Tim. 4:3). The phrase “to suit their
own passions” is precisely where consumerism, narcissism, and moralistic therapeutic
deism are perfectly designed to culminate. It is where the Bible says humanity is destined
to go. The quote above from The Narcissism Epidemic is virtually a rewrite of what Paul
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warned Timothy was inevitable. Sin naturally propels people down the pathway of selfexaltation and accommodation. Moralistic therapeutic deism is a vehicle that people of all
ages can climb into for the journey.
Fifth Finding: Congregational Confusion Concerning the Direction and Priority of
Ministry Can Be Easily Remedied
Precisely because I observed churchgoers who were unsure and confused about
the purpose and direction of ministry and the holiness of God I entered the Doctor of
Ministry program. My years in the pastorate familiarized me with behaviors and world
views among parishioners that the Masters of Divinity program really did not prepare me
for. I had been biblically and theologically trained and prepared to proclaim the message
of salvation in the communities and churches to which I was appointed. I had even taken
several apologetics courses to prepare myself for attacks. Finally, I had been instructed in
the methodologies of spiritual formation to attend to my own spiritual needs.
Yet I was constantly uneasy with what I would call the dumbing down of faith,
doctrine, and practice. I kept running into narcissism in the pew and was truly at a loss at
what to do. Visitors, first time visitors, church leaders, and members of the
congregation’s core group who were super active and recognized as key members, all
expressed narcissistic sentiments. They had the idea that everything in church was
supposed to directly benefit or please them. I knew they certainly were not getting it from
the sermons or Bible studies.
It took difficulties in my personal life to make me look in the right places. My
first full time appointment following the completion of my Masters of Divinity degree
was to a five point rural charge in northeast Mississippi. While there I decided we needed
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to upgrade our vehicles. The two cars we owned while in seminary were old, worn, and
out of style. After a couple of years we purchased new and stylish vehicles…which we
could ill afford. After four years of successful ministry on the charge (one of the churches
had nearly tripled in attendance) I felt I was due an upgrade in my appointment. There
was no reason to ask for a move but I asked anyway. It was granted and it was the worst
move I ever made. It was compounded by the financial difficulties we experienced due to
purchase of two new cars that we really did not need.
I began asking myself “Why?” Not “why did God allow this to happen to me?”
but “why did I do this to myself?” Where did I get the idea that I deserved more and
better? Why did I begin to think that the ministry was there to provide for and support
me? I can only ask these questions now because the research and study I engaged in for
this project began supplying the answers to my own personal questions as well as the
ones I had about what I was seeing in the pews of the churches I have been privileged to
pastor for thirty years.
For instance, in church statistical and polling professional George Barna’s
Revolution, I read that “Eight out of every ten believers do not feel they have entered into
the presence of God, or experienced a connection with Him, during the worship service”
and “[o]nly one out of every four churched believers says that when they worship God,
they expect Him to be the primary beneficiary of their worship. (Most people say they
expect to get the most from the experience.)” (31-32). That is quite stunning. Most
churchgoers do not expect a connection with God while at church and a full seventy five
percent think worship is for them!
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Couple that with the literature revealing the grip narcissism has on this nation as
well as that which dealt with consumerism and consumer driven marketing strategies and
you have the perfect storm of circumstances that is very capable of guiding churchgoers
into the worldview that God is a “Cosmic Butler” and religion and church exist solely for
the benefit of the practitioners. Unfortunately, even I fell for it.
What I found out as I neared the end of this project and began tallying and
charting the responses from the questionnaire and studying the interactions from the
focus group (as well as searching my own soul) is that this situation is not only reversible
but rather easily so. I have found that most churchgoers are both open and receptive to
sound biblical and theological teaching. The reality is that there has been a dearth of
pastoral leadership concerning the biblical issues of sacrifice, worship, and the
stewardship of one’s own salvation. No one has familiarized the average parishioner with
Exodus 23:15 and most have only a passing acquaintance with Romans 12:1 or 2
Timothy 2:15. Today’s clergy (of which I am a part) has failed to teach the Church that
God desires and deserves to have His people present themselves in their totality as a
living sacrifice each and every time they come before Him in worship.
My thirty year experience in the pastorate tells me that people are hungry to know
God and His word. If they knew there is a biblical pattern revealing God’s will and
purposes regarding presenting oneself for acceptance as a valid act of worship, they
would be inclined to do so. If their pastors led them in issues oriented studies concerning
how marketing targets consumers by feeding their inherent narcissistic tendencies, they
would understand. The issue of congregational confusion concerning God’s will and
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consumerism’s wants, and the havoc it is wreaking in our churches is something that is
not that hard to remedy with information, education, and faithful proclamation.
Ministry Implications of the Findings
Matthew 9:36 comes immediately to mind when considering the implications for
ministry that this project points to: “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for
them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.”
Consumer-driven marketing strategies are wreaking havoc on everyone and that includes
everyone in the Church. We are constantly being told what we ought to have and what
kind of lives we ought to be living by a set of standards that are alien to biblical
Christianity. Whether we can afford it or not and whether we deserve it or not we ought
to be living the way those who are behind marketing strategies define life. Narcissistic
consumerism continually bombards people day in and day out.
Too often, in the ministry, when it comes to stewardship it is all about money,
talents (serviceable skills) or a combination of both. The Church has lost its moorings
from the concept of sacrifice and needs to return in both theology and practicum to
understanding its rich biblical heritage. Today’s Christian only has a passing
acquaintance with biblical sacrifice. They seem to know that it was practiced in the Old
Testament but really do not understand very much of its’ significance. Because they have
been so inundated with twenty-first century consumerism, they seem to think that it is
really just a bartering agreement. You [God] take this [animal sacrifice] and I get this
[affirmation that I am a good person in Your sight]. They have hardly any understanding
of transference of guilt, acceptance, and grace. Therefore, it follows that many Christians
have almost no understanding of what Romans 12:1 and 2 Timothy 2:15 call for
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concerning a self-presentation for acceptance when coming before a righteous and holy
God.
A second implication is that the clergy are not prepared to adequately to address
cultural evil when it comes to church. In Ephesians 5:11 Paul writes, “Take no part in the
unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them.” If you consider consumer-driven
marketing strategies that prey on people’s latent narcissism to be a “work of darkness”
then not only are the clergy not being prepared to rebuff it for themselves (speaking from
personal experience here) but they are ill prepared to warn their parishioners against it as
well. Parishioners are being bombarded with messages telling them how special they are
and what they should have in life, so it only stands to reason that if and when they do not
get what they are looking for in church they naturally look at the shepherd of the church
with suspicious eyes.
Consumerism and its marketing strategies designed to sell goods to everyone in
America target and ensnare people who can ill afford it. Martin Luther nailed a copy of
his “95 Theses” to the door of Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany because he felt the
sale of indulgences was an act of targeted harassment. Selling passages out of purgatory
was nothing but a primitive consumer marketing strategy whose ultimate goal was to use
people as a resource much like today.
Finally, this project raises the question: Is it helpful or even acceptable for the
Church to adopt or adapt worldly strategies for self-promotion? Key in the phrase
“marketing and the church” in the Google search engine and you will find around one
hundred and thirty three million results. Some important questions immediately come to
mind that need to be addressed. To what extent is the Great Commission a marketing
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strategy? If it is determined to be one, what would be the ground rules for selling it to the
culture? If marketing strategies in the Church are deemed acceptable should they be
modeled after the marketing strategies of products like Coke or Cadillac? Many secular
marketing strategies utilize the bait and switch tactic (advertise a car for cheap and when
the customer arrives to look at it he or she is informed that one is gone but another car
that costs a bit more is available). Is that kind of tactic fair game for marketing a church?
What would be the justification for marketing one’s church? Is it to reach the lost for
Christ or add resources to a church that is struggling financially? Are these kinds of
questions even asked when a church decides to adopt a marketing strategy?
Limitations of the Study
One limitation to this study was the number of participants who agreed to take the
questionnaire and participate in the focus group. The findings and conclusions, therefore,
cannot be extrapolated to be representative of a large segment of the American Church or
the United Methodist Church. However, the reality of the small membership rural church
in America is undeniable and even though a broad brush of interpretive analysis cannot
be used as a result of this project, the finer brush used for detailing is just as important.
Clearly, another limitation of this study is that it was conducted solely in the rural
South. Would the findings in a small rural church in the Northeast, Midwest, or West be
similar? Though I think they would, there is no way to be sure short of including such
churches in a future study. What about urban and suburban churches? They would be
more likely to be tempted to utilize marketing strategies than small rural churches.
Although when I entered the Doctor of Ministry program I was the pastor of an inner city
church and saw and heard the same kinds of comments and struggles with narcissism and
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marketing issues I extrapolate my conclusions based solely on a small rural church to the
inner city church without enlisting their input.
Finally, all respondents and participants in this project were Caucasian. In order
for the conclusions of this project to have broader application it would be necessary to
survey some of the many rural African American churches in Mississippi and around the
nation. If this project were to be widened, to larger urban and suburban churches in
America, the researcher would need to include other racial demographics (Hispanics,
Asians, and others) as well as ethnically diverse congregations.
Unexpected Observations
Two things surprised me as I engaged in the discovery process of this project. The
first was a lack of biblical awareness concerning the prioritization of ministry directed
first to God. Churchgoers routinely speak of going to church to worship. However, when
pressed about what they plan to bring or present to God they often seem confused or
perplexed as if that is a trick question. Tithes will often be mentioned when wrestling
with a response as will some form of service. Rarely is “myself” given much thought
when considering what God is looking for in a worship service.
Ministry is most often touted as that which one group of people does for another
group. For instance, the clergy minister to the laity and the laity, in turn, minister to
members of the unchurched community. Many faithful followers of Christ have simply
not made the connection between the repeated phrase in the book of Exodus “may
minister unto me” (Exod. 28:1; 28:3; 28:4; 28:41; 30:30; 40:13; and 40:15) to Peter’s
declaration that the faithful “are a royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9). The priests of Exodus
were to minister to God. Does it not follow that the “royal priesthood” of which the
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apostle later wrote about would be invited (expected?) to do the same? I found that
members of the body of Christ are simply not familiar with the idea that ministry should
first be directed towards God.
Secondly, and along similar lines, I found a surprising lack of clarity about the
biblical concept of sacrifice amongst both the clergy and the laity. Consequently, except
for the season of Lent, precious little language about sacrifice exists in the ebb and flow
of life in the community of faith. For a word that appears over two hundred times in the
Bible (twenty three in the New Testament) I found both a lack of recent and relevant
literature on the subject and little fundamental understanding of it by parishioners and
clergy. Without a basic understanding of the intent and purpose of the Old Testament
sacrifice, today’s Christians are left to grapple with and interpret Paul’s admonition in
Romans 12:1 “to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,
which is your spiritual worship” as best they can. Moreover, without a basic
understanding of the dynamics involved in sacrifice they also struggle with Ephesians 5:2
“And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and
sacrifice to God.”
Ministry and sacrifice are key and fundamental elements of biblical faith and
practice and I was surprised that both of these issues seem to be on the back burner of
modern day preaching, theology, and practice.
Future Directions for the Study
Findings from this project suggest several possible related future studies. What
has happened (especially in Wesleyan circles) to the doctrine of sanctification? That this
project suggests a great deal of confusion over the proper priority and direction of
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ministry also intimates a loss of identity with the idea of being separated unto God…or
sanctification.
Devising a set of instruments to raise awareness of sacrifice, a biblical theology
concerning ministry to God, sanctification, and/or holiness would set the stage for an
intervention model study. Similarly, more research is needed on the effect of consumer
driven marketing strategies upon Christians and theology. A lot of resources are available
concerning the implementation of marketing strategies in the Church but precious little on
whether those strategies should be utilized by churches. Consumer driven marketing is a
behemoth in today’s culture and the ethics of utilizing such a secular and narcissistic
force for “Christian” purposes should be fleshed out far more than it has been to date.
Although nothing in this project was aimed at discovering if a link exists between
the clergy killer phenomenon and consumer driven marketing strategies which appeal to
the self, common sense would seem to infer it. Lastly, as I have previously alluded, due
to the small sample size of questionnaire respondents, a much larger and diverse pool of
churchgoers needs to be included in order to take this project to the next level.
Review of the Chapter
This chapter began with an overview restating the problem that prompted the
project, the purpose for the project, and reminding readers of the three research questions.
The major findings as a result of this study then ensued.
The first finding: People are unclear about the direction of ministry. “Ministry”
has become a generic or catch-all word generally meaning what a group of believers does
for another group (sometimes believers and sometimes not). Ministry is seen basically as
acts of benevolence aimed horizontally at our neighbors. The idea that God is the primary
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goal and focus of ministry does not generally resonate with today’s churchgoer. Modern
Christianity seems to have drifted from a biblical understanding of ministry to a more
anthropological practice.
The second finding: Parishioners are uncomfortable when they recognize some
evangelism techniques are religious versions of worldly marketing strategies. A
significant percentage of the survey respondents believe that a producer/consumer
relationship exists in the church and are not happy about it. Parishioners do not think the
Gospel message needs dumbing down or dressing up in order to make a sale. Generally
speaking, churchgoers would like to see a return to biblical values and practices when it
comes to evangelism and church growth strategies.
The third finding: Churchgoers are being conditioned to be narcissistic and
accepting of consumerism. The teachings of the Gospels that describe self-denial and
sacrifice seem only passingly familiar to many in today’s Church. The onslaught of
progressivism and liberalism in the body of Christ, coupled with consumer-driven
marketing strategies are successfully conditioning believers to put self-interests first. This
is in line with what scripture teaches about original sin and helps explain why this finding
has found acceptance and justification in Christian circles.
The fourth finding: Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is not just a phenomenon
indigenous solely to America’s teens. While the book Soul Searching: The Religious and
Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers by Smith and Denton was based on research of
only one particular age group across America, it is not unfair to extrapolate the results,
especially the term moralistic therapeutic deism, to the teens’ parents (and other age
groups). Moralistic therapeutic deism was the unknown “problem” that I came across
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early in my ministry that eventually led to this project. My first recognizable brush with it
was a retired sheriff the year I graduated seminary and received my first full-time pastoral
appointment. Moralistic therapeutic deism dims the ancient memories of standing before
God to make a self-presentation and favors becoming a narcissist who believes that
church is all about what I want.
The fifth finding: Congregational confusion concerning the direction and priority
of ministry can be easily remedied. It did not take long in the practice of ministry to run
headlong into the narcissistic churchgoer who believed the church existed to meet their
own personal needs and only peripherally, to meet the needs of the lost world. This idea
does not come from scripture. It did not take long to recognize the elephant in the room:
consumer-driven marketing strategies that had begun to seep into the religious and
spiritual lives of congregants. The allure of being constantly told that you deserve at least
what everyone has is powerful as I testified of my own struggle with consumerism.
However, as I began to interact with parishioners for the implementation of this project I
found a hunger and thirst for truth as well as a desire to be taught more on the subject of
self-sacrifice and what the Bible says about it.
Implications for ministry include training in the biblical issues of sacrifice and
self-presentation to God. Additionally, recognizing and dealing with consumerism as it
comes to church is also warranted. Finally, when churches desire to implement worldly
marketing strategies, there should be full bodied discussions about how those strategies
should be honed for use in God’s kingdom.
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Limitations for the project included the small number of participants as well as
the lack of diversity. Additionally, I was limited by the lack of geographic and racial
diversity. This prevented me from making sweeping pronouncements.
The unexpected observations were the lack of familiarity with the biblical
testimony about both the primary direction of ministry (Godward) and a theology of
sacrifice. Without a solid understanding of the latter, the fullness of what Christ did on
the cross cannot be fully grasped or appreciated.
Lastly, I addressed possible future directions for similar studies and projects. An
emphasis on what has happened (particularly in Wesleyan circles) to the doctrines of
sanctification and holiness may be helpful in explaining why consumerism and
narcissism have found such a welcoming environment in the Christian faith community.
Devising instruments such as Bible studies and sermon series would be a meaningful way
to take this project to the next level of intervention. Discovering more about a possible
relationship between membership declines in most mainline denominations and
consumerism would be a logical outflow of this project.
Postscript
Many years ago I was bothered by the ease and willingness of people to drop out
of church for a variety of reasons that could be grouped under the heading “the church
was not meeting my needs.” Whether it was practical, emotional, or spiritual, I was hard
pressed to provide a sufficient response. I did not realize it at the time, but I was being
confronted with the narcissism of those who were practitioners of moralistic therapeutic
deism.
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I recognized the invasion of cultural trends into the churches but did not know
how to combat it. The issue raised too many questions and none of the continuing
education seminars I attended seemed to have the answers. This project forced me to
narrow the focus and sharpen my vision about what is really taking place in the world as
it pertains to the Church. This project by no means answers (or even asks) all of the
relevant and pertinent questions about the major challenges to Christians and their
community of faith known as the Church. However, as I travelled down the pathway of
discovery I at least have acquired a better understanding of what my peers and I in the
clergy are facing. I have suggested some viable and important means of addressing the
rampant narcissism in our churches caused largely by consumer driven marketing
strategies that seek to amplify the inherent selfishness in all of us.
This project represents one small voice in a room full of men and women who are
striving to understand and assess the struggles of Christ’s Church in a fallen world and
offer it practical solutions that will enable it to fulfill the high calling of God on behalf of
Jesus Christ.
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APPENDIX A
Research Questionnaire

About Yourself

1.
2.
3.
4.

Age___________
Gender: (circle one)
M
F
Christian: (circle one)
Yes No
Don’t Know
How long attending church? ___________________________

Concerning Brands

5. How many hours of television do you watch per week? (circle one)
A. Less than 5 hours
B. About 5-10 hours
C. About 10-20 hours
D. More than 20 hours
6. On a scale of 1-5 (1 being “very”) how committed are you to brands? (For
example: Ford vs. Chevrolet; iPhone vs. Android, McDonalds vs. Burger
King).
____________________
7. Do you find television commercials…(circle one)
a. Irritating
b. Funny
c. Informative
d. A necessary evil
8. Which of the following is most important when about to make a major
purchase (circle one)
a. Brand
b. Cost
c. Need
d. Prayer
9. Do you think marketing is important to brand recognition? Yes - No
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Marketing & Church

10. In your view, what is Christianity’s brand?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
11. How do people find out about your church? (circle any that apply)
a. Church sign
b. Newspaper advertisement
c. Radio
d. Word of mouth
12. Please arrange the following in the order of importance (1= Most Important)
when thinking about what keeps you going to your church
a. Location
_____________
b. Atmosphere
_____________
c. personal ties
_____________
d. doctrine
_____________
e. worship style
_____________
13. What advantage(s) does a mega church have that a small church doesn’t?
a. _______________________________
b. _______________________________
c. _______________________________
14. Do you believe there is a producer/consumer relationship at church? (Circle
one answer)
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not Sure

Concerning Matters of Faith
15. Which statement do you prefer? (circle one)
a. The church’s primary reason for being is to meet my spiritual needs.
b. The church primarily exists to meet the world’s spiritual needs.
c. The chief purpose of the church is to minister to God.
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16. List the top 5 reasons you go to church
a. _________________________________________
b. _________________________________________
c. _________________________________________
d. _________________________________________
e. _________________________________________
17. What do you expect to leave church with that you did not bring?
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
18. Looking at your church’s bulletin or order of worship, list the 5 most
important facets of worship in order of importance (1=most important)
a. ________________________________________________________
b. ________________________________________________________
c. ________________________________________________________
d. ________________________________________________________
e. ________________________________________________________
19. What excites you most about going to church?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
20. What is the most problematic about church?
_______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX B
FOCUS GROUP TRANSCRIPT
Ray: My name is Ray Rooney, Doctoral Student at Asbury Theological Seminary. This
is the focus group for my doctoral thesis, and you all volunteered to be here, and all I'm
going to do is say we have (counting) eight persons plus myself present, and the only
other thing I'm going to do to identify you is (counting) - six female and three male. That
is identification enough. I'm not going to take long. It's only five questions, and so I plan
on this being about the length of a Bible study. So, I may move us on if we get stuck.
Since you volunteered for this - all I'm asking is that you - if you have a view or an
opinion on something - just chime in. I may follow up with another question related to
the one I asked. That's all I'm doing. With that being said, are you game to go ahead and
start? Okay.
In light of the limited amount of information I've given you about my dissertation, and
also in light of the questionnaire that I gave you, these are some questions based on those,
to try and flesh out a little more. When I ask you something about the church and your
church experience, I just mean as a whole. It doesn't have to be just here at this church.
It's your experience with church and life in your whole life. So I don’t want to limit it to
us - this local church. So if you are ready, here's the first question and feel free to chime
in. I'll try and keep up time wise so we can spend less than ten minutes on each question.
So here's the first question: What kind of images or words come to mind when you hear
the word consumer? Speak loud so I can pick it up.
Lady: Me. I'm a consumer. (Laughter) We take in. We use. We don't produce anything.
We take it all in.
Lady: In what we need. Walmart. (Laughter)
Gentleman: We're what the merchants are after. The consumer. They want to sell you
something so you can consume it. Doesn't make any difference what it is or how they do
it. As long as they can get you to consume it, they will produce it.
Lady: And that could be in religion as well. Could it not? (Others: It could.) Those out
there that are speaking a word…
Ray: That's actually a follow-up question.
Lady: ...and we listen to it and we consume what they say and use that to possibly
change our minds and go to another product or some other religion rather than what we
are living in now.
Gentleman: I think some of it has become profitable too. Very profitable.
Ray: How's that? Are you talking about consumer religion? What are you talking about?
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Gentleman: They're a purveyor of it, you know, like some of those churches out in
Dallas where these thousands and thousands of members…and you got several in the
clergy and they are making millions of dollars in salary and benefits. You know. So it's
turned the church into a profitable organization in some cases.
Lady: And I’ve heard from a very dear friend – that, um, when people come into their
church and speak, maybe asking for help - Habitat for Humanity or, for instance, this
fellow came into church and he was asking for producers of money to help prisoners who
had been in prison and they are coming out and they are wanting to do better but they
can't get a grasp on society. And so rather than being productive they are ending up back
in jail. So this person had come to this church and it was a very wealthy church asking for
just $1000. And for that church to use that $1000 to go out in the prison and help these
men get their GED and this person looked at me and said - he looked in the crowd of
people there who had the money to give that, and all he could see was skepticism on the
faces. And one man stood up and said, "You know, I would rather use my money. I
would rather pay you to do it than to go out and do it myself." So some churches would
rather use their money to go out and do things rather than their personal time. And then
some don't spend their money because they're skeptic.
Lady: I think we are a lot like that more often than not.
Ray: So this is kind of what you think of when you think of consumer? Take in.
Anybody else? I don't want to rush you.
Lady: Scientifically that is what it is.
Lady: Of course I work for Wren Water and every month when we send those bills, we
evaluate the consumption of those 1,100 customers. You know? So I guess - well that's
just part of my job. Evaluating. Did we sell more? What did we sell? How did what we
sold compare to what we pumped out of the wells? So I would think of evaluating
consumption too so I don't know.
Lady: I guess that works in the church. (Crosstalk)
Lady: In taking what our pastor says and listening to what the Bible tells us to go out to
do. We consume it and then we go out and present it to the world. That's what we are
supposed to do.
Lady: Or how much we get out of our pockets.
Ray: Alright. Are you ready to move on? Alright. Second question. What do you think of
when you hear marketing strategies?
Lady: How you get me to buy something. (Laughter)
Lady: How you get me to spend my money. Telemarketers calling you on the phone.
Gentleman: That's what it is - it's them selling their products.
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Lady: It's a game.
Lady: And I've even seen on Facebook - area churches doing that - they've got their… is
it a blog? What do you call it when they've got their pictures and they've got…their
church on there?. They were telling about the activities that they have. The church
doctrine - what they believed and wanted to set forth to the world. And had actual
pictures of them doing activities outside with the children.
Ray: Oh, okay. Let's first just talk about what you think of when you think of marketing
strategies that has nothing to do with church. Just what is a marketing strategy?
Lady: Just to sell stuff.
Lady: Like cars.
Ray: Like cars.
Lady: Persuasion.
Ray: Persuasion.
Lady: It’s the way they do their pitch.
Ray: Okay. So - let me put it this way - what would you say about marketing strategies in
church?
Lady: To me that would be about the same thing as me going out and telling somebody
about my church. (Ray: Okay) That would be marketing to me. A small form but not on
the big scale.
Lady: Let other people know what you are about.
Ray: Would it be fair to say that - in a sense- the Great Commission is a marketing
strategy?
Lady: I think so. Spread the word. Spread the gospel.
Ray: You try and get someone to buy into something?
Lady: We are trying to get people to buy in to our Methodist faith.
Ray: Okay.
Lady: And that's what the Great Commission was. They were going forth to tell the
world about Jesus and to save as many of Jesus' people as possible. And bring them into
the church.
Ray: On the one hand you have worldly marketing strategies that you probably aren't too
thrilled about. Like ‘you deserve a break today,’ or the Hardee's commercials. But I guess
what I'm asking is should the church have one?
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Lady: They do it on TV a lot. The religious programs - they certainly do want you to
support them. I guess that would be one.
Lady: It's a tough question.
Gentleman: Well with the decline of the church - it might not be a bad idea to have one.
Ray: So are you saying that marketing strategies, if they are going to be employed, need
to be truthful?
Lady: Truthful.
Gentleman: Especially from the church.
Lady: And there have been some that had their commercials and had their church
leadership on the television broadcasting and they were the most corrupt ever so I really
think that if churches do that they need to make sure that...
Lady: The money gets to the needy purpose.
Ray: Okay, I want to move on, but I want you to explain that, or flesh that out just a little
bit - what do you mean by “they were the most corrupt”?
Lady: they were not truthful
Ray: Who?
Lady: Where the money was going to go?
Ray: I'm not talking about names. I'm just talking about who - are you talking about at
church - advertisement or commercial or...?
Lady: It was - well they did advertise about their specific church, and...
Ray: Are you talking about a television commercial or are you talking about a radio
spot?
Lady: Television.
Ray: Television commercial for church.
Lady: And I'm not sure. I believe they were on radio too - were they not?
Ray: Okay, so you're talking about a television commercial that is advertising or
marketing their church.
Lady: That's correct.
Ray: Okay. Now explain to all of us what you mean there.
Lady: That's correct. And they would have their ceremonies there. He would preach. She
would sing. They would have singers on. Then at the end - "to keep our evangelism
televised going - we ask that you send money."
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Ray: Okay.
Lady: Specifically so that the radio could continue - the television could continue - when
in essence they were building houses.
Ray: Okay. That's what I...
Lady: Complexes for themselves.
Ray: Okay. Alright.
Lady: And an air conditioned dog house.
Lady: It was not for...
Ray: Okay. (Crosstalk)
Lady: So it can be - marketing can be good...
Lady: If it is used for the right purpose.
Lady: And I think when everybody found out what they were doing, it turned a lot of
people...
Lady: Against Christianity.
Ray: Okay. So you've given us an example of negative marketing -marketing strategy
that's been utilized by the church.
Lady: And it’s not good for the church.
Lady: Deception. It needs to be truthful. Everything needs to be truthful.
Ray: Got it.
Lady: Because you look at these people - these are Christians, folks. And then all of a
sudden you find out that they're [not right].
Lady: And it’s just like a car dealer - you go out and buy a car and then you get the
lemon on the lot.
Ray: Okay. (Laughter and Crosstalk)
Lady: Let me give you an example of marketing. My mother in law- she lived by herself
and she was getting all this mail wanting people to send money to these so they could go
out and preach and do all of this. Well, whenever we had to take her and take care of her we found out that she was sending everybody she got a letter from a check. She was
sending $100's of dollars out every month to people.
Ray: So that's another example of a negative marketing strategy.
Lady: That's an example of doing it because she was sending money too every month.
And we had to stop giving her her mail.
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Ray: I understand. Okay. I got it. So let's move on then to the third question. And these
sort of have a logical progression. I know you may think we've already answered that but
let's address it this way. Do you think churchgoers have been conditioned to think of
themselves as consumers?
Lady: Consumers of Christianity? Or consumers of just going to church? What exactly?
Ray: Well, when you think of the definition - the discussion about consumer - if you go
back to the first question -w hat kind of images or words come to mind when you hear
consumer? it went real quick into church and religion. Do you feel like you are being
conditioned to be a consumer of religion as, saying the same way, you are a consumer of
hamburgers and cars and ... that's what I'm asking.
Lady: Maybe it’s the circumstances because we are sitting here today at church. We are
relating it to our religion. But if this was an insurance meeting and you were telling us
how to market Farm Bureau Insurance, we would be thinking in a different direction.
So...
Gentleman: Just whatever environment you're in.
Lady: I know I didn't answer your question, but that is what I was thinking.
Ray: That's fine. There's no right or wrong answer here. I'm just asking - I'm asking a
question...
Gentleman: Are you talking like the preacher is...
Ray: Just religion in general. Do you think that religion in general whether its religious
institutions, religious literature, religious radio stations, do you feel like you're getting the
message that churches see you as a consumer?
Gentleman: Yes.
Lady: Wasn't that the purpose of the Great Commission. That we.
Ray: No, you can't ask me questions. (Laughter)
Lady: That is the purpose of religion.
Lady: And you're choosing your own religion.
Lady: For you to listen and…
Lady: which one you want.
Lady: … maybe even the various...
Gentleman: Because what I like she may not. Or what she likes, or dislikes, I may like.
It’s all up to the individual.
Lady: That could be any denomination or is it just strictly...?

ROONEY 157
Lady: And growing up, I've been in a lot of different churches - Pentecostal, Church of
Christ, and all them. So, I think it sort of gives me a thing of what I wanted.
Lady: And then Jenny Beth - we first started out Baptist, then we moved here, and I
came to the Methodist, and when she was growing, when I was little, we went to the
Church of Christ. We went to the Holiness down the road.
Lady: Any of them that were having a revival.
Lady: And when she got in her teens and she had friends that went to the Holiness, I
didn't say, "No you can't go." I allowed her to venture out and to consume some of their
ideas and principles and you know, of course I was in the background. But I would allow
her to see and to listen so that she could form her own opinion of, you know, ‘Is this is
right for me?’ And she has stayed where - it was not like I was hiding something from her
and forbade her to do something and now she is comfortable in her skin - in her
relationship. So that's, I mean, that's what I feel.
Lady: I'm in Pentecostal, Church of Christ - all them growing up.
Lady: As long as they teach Jesus as Savior.
Lady: As long as they believe in God and worship God.
Lady: And I remember when we first came to this area - I was looking a place for my
family because I had a daughter and my husband was on the road all the time and I felt
like we needed a church family to help us along. And I first started out at the little church
on Coontown Rd, and Ricky went with me one or two Sundays and he right quickly,
hmm. And then my daughter, one Sunday she came to me and said, "Momma, Momma."
And she had been baptized, and she had gone through confirmation and she understood
what baptism was. But they looked at her and they...
Gentleman: That was before she was baptized.
Lady: Was it?
Gentleman: Yeah. She was baptized over here.
Lady: Okay. But they told her that she was going to go to hell.
Gentleman: Because she hadn't been baptized.
Lady: Okay. But anyway, I let her go to the church camp because her cousin went, and
they baptized her a second time. Anyway, they told her she was going to hell because she
didn't believe what they believed. Or she didn't go by the guidelines that they went by.
Ray: Okay, what you are talking basically is centered around denominations. Let's
broaden it and we will move on to the next question. Let's broaden it. Instead of limiting
it to Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal, etc. - are you getting the message that you are a
consumer for Christianity? That's all I'm wondering.

ROONEY 158
Lady: I think so. Yes. I mean I think I'm a consumer of Christianity.
Lady: I would like to add one thing. I don't know if it pertains exactly. As I grow older I
think all religion is good if they preach Jesus as the Savior. I do believe that. I don't
really give it that much thought. I like to go to Baptist - I like to go to all churches if they
preach Jesus as the Savior. So I'm old and I've been to several and that's what I come to
think in my mind.
Lady: Well, that would make us consumers of Christianity I think.
Ray: Let me follow up. I don't want to take you longer than a regular Bible study. Two
more questions - here's the fourth. Do you know of, or do you see any evidence of the
consumer marketing mentality in the American church? Consumer marketing coming
into church? Do you see it? Yes, no. If you do, how?
Lady: I think like we're talking about - they sometimes try to draw people in.
Lady: We invite people. Let's make this big and...
Ray: Yeah, follow that up. What are you talking about - trying to draw people how?
Lady: Well, when I talk to somebody, I ask them, I say, "Do you go to church, because I
do and I would love for you to come."
Lady: I think a lot of churches want to make it big and shiny and have lots of fun stuff to
do and...
Lady: Yeah, and I think a lot of churches, bigger churches, are trying to draw people in.
Lady: And I think we've been told, and y'all have all heard it to, that we don't have
enough going for our youth.
Lady: You have to make it big and shiny. Exciting.
Lady: And if you don't have those, you aren't good enough.
Lady: And we've never been able to, other than when ours were little, and when ours
were here, we had it going, but now we're at this age, and we hear that the bigger
churches have it all going, and we hear that smaller churches (Crosstalk)
Gentleman: And they're putting in basketball courts swimming pools, everything.
Lady: Anything to attract the youth.
Gentleman: They want professional musicians, professional pianists.
Lady: Heaven day for your dogs, heaven day for your cats.
Ray: Well, let me ask you about that then - you see that going on, alright, you described
it for me. Now tell me what you think about it - good, bad, useless, something, what's
your take on it? I want to know what you think about it.
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Lady: I will tell you my experience. I can go to these larger churches and feel alone. You
get up - you listen to the pastor, you sing the songs, and then when it closes you get up to
rise and not a single person will say anything to you. You walk out the front door. There's
the pastor - he'll say “glad you came.” And you will stand there and not a single person
will say anything to you.
Ray: So what you're saying - marketing strategies... are impersonal?
Lady: They don't make you welcome. Might be reaching that certain group, but they
didn't. Yes. Impersonal that day. Very impersonal.
Lady: I would feel out of place.
Ray: Out of place. Do you feel like the marketing strategy was authentic - was it just to
get you in, or was it to integrate you?
Lady: Just to get you in. To get you in - to get you there.
Ray: Okay.
Lady: Because you don't really feel like you belong there.
Ray: Okay.
Lady: And I mean, you can go even into the Sunday School room and sit down and then
you feel like you don't belong.
Ray: Alright.
Lady: Something... and it's in the church I grew up in - the little community of Lackey.
They have two different styles of worship service on Sunday morning.
Ray: Okay. I'm assuming you're talking about traditional and contemporary.
Lady: The Praise and the old. And that's to draw in two sets of groups. It is - and to teach
others - get the young ones in with the older ones.
Gentleman: I don't see where any of it's wrong...
Lady: No, but it is - as long as they're worshiping, but it is strategy.
Gentleman: It is. They use it as a ploy all the time to get... kids.
Ray: Alright. We're almost done. We've got one more question, and I've got to preface it.
Have you ever heard of MTD (which is moralistic therapeutic deism)? Some people who
have written a book on this basically aimed at America's youth saying that's what
America's youth believes in - moralistic therapeutic deism. If you take it one word at a
time, I think you can see what they are trying to say. Moralistic - that religion is more
about good morals. And by morals I'm not talking about biblical morals, I'm just talking
about being nice and kind, moral, not hurting other people. Therapeutic means it’s what
benefits me. You understand. It's to build me up. And Deism is an impersonal God - the
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deists. And what that group was saying - what those two authors were saying is
America's youth is gripped by not a personal relationship with Jesus Christ but this kind
of moralistic religion that basically is go along to get along - that doesn't really have any
specific things other than being nice and kind and that kind of thing. Now, based on that that's moralistic therapeutic deism - so here's the question: do you think that accurately
describes what many or what at least some in church believe? And I'm not just talking
about youth - do you think that a lot of people in church whether they realize it or not are
moralistic therapeutic deists?
Lady: Yes.
Lady: I do, yes.
Ray: Then explain and then we will be done.
Lady: For one thing I can see it in my daughter and it scares me. Things that I raised her
up - "this is wrong you don't do it." "But now Momma, they're good people - it's okay.
They go to church with me every day. It's okay. They're saved." I said, "Laura Lynn, they
are not." And she is - she goes on.
Ray: Anybody else? Moralistic therapeutic deism - do you see it in - this church any
other church, your church experience?
Gentleman: I think it's in about every church. Cause there's no telling the times I've
heard somebody say, "He's a good man." It's not whether he's saved or not, it's whether
he's good. And how can he not be fit to enter heaven even though he's never
acknowledged Jesus, but he's good - he's a good man.
Lady: You heard the old saying, "He's a good man," and then someone will say, "Well,
you didn't have to live with him." (Laughter and Crosstalk)
Gentleman: There ain't but one good.
Lady: And it's kind of setting us up to agree with and go along with things that we know
the Bible speaks against but we are becoming so accepting of it.
Lady: Yeah well society is. Don't make any waves. Yeah. Your head and your heart.
Making that decision and being torn. Don't want to make any waves for anybody. Ignore
it.
Lady: Times have changed, that's what you hear all the time.
Ray: Well, let me ask you this. The final follow-up to this whole thing is you think
moralistic therapeutic deism is not just related to America's youth, but it’s in America's
church? (All agree) If that's the case, my last question is what does that mean then, where
are we going?
Lady: We're going to hell in a hand basket...
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Lady: We've got to, in this world today, you're not sitting on a picket fence and you can
straddle both sides. There's a right and there's a wrong.
Lady: That's right. There's no gray.
Lady: And we're going to have to stand up for what is right, what that Bible says is right.
Lady: We've got to get back to the Bible.
Lady: And we can't let this marketing go on and this ploy to make everything acceptable.
Suck us in.
Ray: Last word anybody? (Pause) Well, I tell you what, I really appreciate y'all taking
the time. I don't know how long this is going to take me to transcribe. (Crosstalk) I just
appreciate you helping me out in this. But you know that's all I was asking for was what
you think and I hope you weren't telling me what you think I wanted to hear.
Lady: No, we don't roll like that.

ROONEY 162
APPENDIX C
INFORMED CONSENT LETTER
{The Empty-handed Church: Discerning Consumerism’s Impact on Today’s
Christian}

You are invited to be in a research study being done by Raymond Rooney, Jr. from the
Asbury Theological Seminary. You are invited because you are 18 or over and attend
worship services at Tranquil UMC where Raymond Rooney, Jr. is pastor
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to take a survey questionnaire and
invited to participate in a small focus study group where you will be asked to respond to
5 additional questions.
Your family will know that you are in the study. If anyone else is given information
about you, they will not know your name. A number or initials will be used instead of
your name.
If something makes you feel bad while you are in the study, please tell Raymond Rooney,
Jr. If you decide at any time you do not want to finish the study, you may stop whenever
you want.

You can ask Raymond Rooney, Jr. questions any time about anything in this study.
Signing this paper means that you have read this or had it read to you, and that you want
to be in the study, If you do not want to be in the study, do not sign the paper. Being in
the study is up to you, and no one will be mad if you do not sign this paper or even if you
change your mind later. You agree that you have been told about this study and why it is
being done and what to do.

___________________________________
Signature of Person Agreeing to be in the Study

__________________
Date Signed
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APPENDIX D
IRB APPROVAL
Hello Raymond Rooney,
Your IRB Application for Research has been approved.
It has been assigned an IRB ID # 15-23.
A complete PDF copy has been attached for your records.
Remember that if there are any changes to your research protocol/methodology or your research
instruments after today - those changes must be submitted and approved by the IRB.

Please note that in 6 months you will receive an e-mail notice to complete a "Research Continuation
and Closure Report" form to keep the IRB informed of your progress as required by law. Instructions
will be included in the e-mail.
Happy Researching!
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